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In its transformation to a more market-oriented economy, China has seen rapid
economic growth. However, surplus labour continues to be an obstacle to the
competitiveness of state firms, and the Chinese leadership has voiced its intention to
cut at least two percent of the work force in the near future, which has come true.
While reform creates many gains in income and opportunity for both men and
women, the costs (especially in terms of employment opportunity) fall
disproportionately on women.

This dissertation addresses the relationship between women's economic status and
economic development in China. In addition, a study of women's economic status in
Malaysia is undertaken to provide a comparative analysis and to highlight the
necessary variables behind the improvement of their economic roles. In order to
provide a theoretical framework within which valid questions concerning gender issue
might be formulated, four different perspectives are first discussed. Factors to do
with shaping women's status in third-world societies are seen to be of major
importance in understanding the problems faced by women during economic
transformation. Three factors

--

the rapid expansion of educational facilities and the

ready and equal access of females to every level of education, the rapid economic
development and industrialisation and the implementation of the New Economic
Policy

--

have contributed to Malaysian women's improving economic status.

However, the increased participation in the economy with development does not
necessarily imply gender equity in the work place or in earnings. Besides, the
occupational segregation between females and males still exists. Therefore, neither
the modernisation nor the feminists perspective explains entirely the effects of
economic development on women's labour force.

Because private returns and social returns to investments in women's education and
health are not less than that for similar investment in men, the polices for reducing

I

gender inequalities are essential for improving the well-being of all members of
society. In view of the newly emerging pattern of industrial restructuring, changing
economic development trends and various structural adjustment measures, there is
now a need to rethink the "women and development" strategies. To understand this, it
is necessary to:
• reconceptualize "work" to encompass the actual participation of women in all
sectors of the economy;
• provide young women with broader areas of education and training;

I

•

protect women's share in employment resources and sources of income through

legislation;
• implement standard health and safety policies in all sectors;
• consider women's development and their economic self-sufficiency.
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1.1 Women's Economic Role during the Economic Transformation

Women, in particular due to the nature of their work, have played an important part in
the process of economic transformation. Nowhere has this been more evident than in
Asia, where women's work in the export industries has played such an important role
in growth. Key light export industries such as textiles and electronics rely heavily on
young, relatively unskilled, women workers. Women's contributions to earning
foreign exchange via the promotion of tourism and migrant worker remittances have
also been considerable. But does it follow that the economic lot of the women is
improving? Not necessarily.

The delegates to the Fourth United Nations World Conference on Women gathered in
Beijing on September 4 1996, seeing one of the liveliest debates centered on
economic development and its effect on women. The good news is that in emerging
economies, free trade leads to a dramatic rise in the number of women in the labour
force. The bad news is that many countries have repealed labour laws in a bid to
attract foreign capital, which go where the work force is cheap and unregulated. It is
the women who will hold the bulk of these low-paying, low-skilled jobs.

d on the

Governments have failed to prevent women from being marginalise
assumption that reforms are gender neutral. This study will show that

economic

transformation has a strong negative impact on women. Government policy

to redress
's well-

the gender-bias of the reform process is thus essential for improving women
being.

1.2 Objectives

This study, therefore, focuses on the gender distribution of the gains and losses

from

the economic development. There are three main objectives:
s

To analyse the inter-relationship between the economic development proces

n's

and women's economic status. I will focus on three measures of wome

re of

economic status: their participation rate in the modern economy, the structu
female employment, and their earnings relative to men's earnings;

To assess the implications of changes in economic development strategies

for

women's status as a result of improvement in economic development;
To provide recommendations to ensure women's gain in the economic
development process.

1.3 Significance of the Study

Most of the existing literature has focused on how the average person gains
current wave of economic reforms. Substantial economic transformation,
never affects everyone in the same way. What occurs to women in China

from the

however,

was shown

when the Fourth United Nations World Conference on Women was held

in Beijing,
n workers

China. This study will address the untouched topic of why many wome

central

have been laid off as a result of the change of the economic system from
planning and control to decision making by individual agents and markets.

This study is not designed to offer definitive solutions to the problems

examined;

however, it is hoped that the information generated from the Malaysian

experience

will help define the factors that may improve the Chinese women's status

during this

time of economic reform and will be of help in formulating relevant policy

that will

be useful to the improvement of Chinese women's economic status.

Significant economic changes are expected to probably continue through

the rest of

this century and well into the next. This study suggests that only if women

organise
ations

to voice their needs through labour unions, political office and women's organis

y of the

will they be able to become equal players in the transformed world econom
future.
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1.4 the Organisation of the Study

r I is

With these objectives in mind, the study is organised into five chapters. Chapte

, and the

an overview of the study-objectives, significance, research methodology
limitations. This is followed, in Chapter II by the literature review, in

which the

modernisation perspective, the structural transformation theory and liberal

feminist

3

perspective, the dependency perspective, and the socialist feminist perspective are
presented and compared.

This is developed further in Chapter III by an empirical analysis of the effect of
economic development on women in China, focusing on three sets of policies:
the focus on international trade through the opening of the Special Economic
Zones;
the Reorganisation of agriculture;

0

3.

the attempt to improve efficiency of state-run businesses through urban
reforms.

The gender impact of each is analysed through changes in employment and income
and intrahousehold allocation. After discussing the evidence of gender bias, it reaches
some conclusions that while the reforms in China create many gains in income and
opportunity for women, the costs (especially in terms of employment opportunity) fall
disproportionately on women.

10

Chapter IV focuses on factors shaping women's roles in third-world societies, in
particular, Malaysia. It discusses how improvements in female access to formal
education since the 1960s, rapid economic growth and the export-oriented
industrialisation in the 1970s, the New Economic Policy to eradicate poverty in the
rural areas, and the new industrial strategy for the 1980s, have resulted in increased
female economic participation in the non-agricultural sector. Malaysia provides an
example of the importance of the development of policies resulting in bringing about
improvements in women's economic status. Malay women have traditionally been

4

active in agriculture. Recent development policies emphasising universal education,
industrialisation and economic growth have allowed them to make the transition from
being agricultural workers to modern sector employees in the manufacturing and
service sectors in urban areas. I will then discuss the implications of these changes.

Chapter V concludes the findings and suggests possible governmental policies to
redress the gender-bias of the current reform process to decrease the gender
inequality. Addressing these issues is thus essential if the burden of economic
transformation is to be distributed fairly. The recommendations are put forward for
planners and implementors to consider whether women's effective integration in
development is truly an accepted national objective.

1.5 Methodology and Limitations

The data used in this study are taken from Statistical Yearbook of China, World
Development Report, Population Census Reports of Malaysia, Year Book of Labour
Statistics, Key Indicators of Developing Asian and Pacfic Countries, some journals
and books and ABI/INFORM in Northern Territory Library.

The study of the Malaysia case is based on available data on:
female labour force participation rate by age';
distribution of experienced labour force by industry and sex2;

'sources come from Population Census Reports, 1957, 1970 and 1980. For 1990, Year Book of
Labour Statistics, 52nd Issue.
2
sources come from Population Census Reports, 1957, 1970 and 1980.

5

experienced labour force by occupation, sex and residential status3;
employment distribution of women by employment status4;
average earnings and rations of earnings of males and females in selected
occupations5;
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) by industrial origin6.

The analysis employs a variety of simple statistical and graphic techniques ranging
from proportion methods to tabulations, simple regression analysis and factor
analysis.

The fact that so much of women's work is in the informal sector, family production,
and volunteer work tends to lead to an underestimation of women's work in labour
force statistics and national income accounts. Since labour force participation is
usually defined in relation to market work or to the performance of work for pay or
profit,7 the 'invisible contribution' of women is difficult to record and labour market
activity is difficult to value in monetary terms.

Secondly, it is impossible to measure the indirect effects of the economic adjustment
policies, to which women may be most vulnerable due to their roles in the
"unrecognised" economy. Inducer effects are associated with the rising prices and
falling incomes brought about by stabilisation policies that affect women through their

as per Footnote 1.
ibid.
Source comes from Occupational Wage Surveys, 1974,1977,1980 and 1983.
6
Source comes from Key Indicators of Developing Asian and PacUIc Countries, 1996.
Beneria, L, 'Accounting for women's work: the progress of two decades', World Development, 20
(11), 1992: 1547-60.

4.

6

household management roles. This may be manifest in travelling longer hours to
obtain lower prices, the production of more household goods "in house," and the
purchase of less prepared, more time4ntensive foods, all of which further tighten
women's time constraints.

Thirdly, it is difficult to distinguish between the effects of the economic crisis, of the
adjustment policies themselves, and of the massive inflow of foreign resources that
follow their adoption.

Finally, country specificity of initial conditions
culture

--

--

sector structure, taxes, tariffs, and

and of the applied policy package itself make it difficult to generalise as to

the impacts on women's economic status. The policies often have not been in effect
for very long; we thus have only a limited time series available to analyse.

An important limitation of the study is that information on women's work and market
earnings does not directly inform us about women's (or their families) welfare. If
increased women's participation is at the cost of longer work days for women, inferior
quality child care, a higher propensity for marital breakdown, and poor or unhealthy
work conditions, these may offset the benefits of work outside the home and higher
earnings. Due to word constraints, it has been impossible to address this issue of
welfare within this study. Besides, the lack of data on education and marriage
concerning Malaysian women limits our analysis of factors influencing women
Labour Force Participation Rate (LFPR) to only that of GDP by industrial origin.

7

1.6 A Brief Introduction of China

The People's Republic of China is the third largest country in the world with a total
land area of 9.6 million square kilometres. It covers a vast area of eastern Asia, with
Mongolia and Russia to the north, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan and Kazakstan to the northwest, Afghanistan and Pakistan to the west, and India, Nepal, Bhutan, Myanman,
Laos and Viet Nam to the south. The major cities include Shanghai, Beijing (the
capital), Tianjin, and Guangzhou. The population of China is around 1.2 billion, with

S

average growth of 1.4 per cent, making it the most populous country in the world. The
principal language is Mandarin. The traditional religions and philosophies of life are
Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism. The Chinese currency, renminbi, is
denominated by the yuan which is the unit of currency (RMB8.3/US 1995 average).

Economic activity indicators suggest that China's economy is heading toward the soft
landing sought by the government through the implementation of austerity measures
over the past three years (see Table 1.1).

0
The severe inflationary pressures generated by average real GDP growth of 13.8%
during 1991 and 1993 saw retail price inflation peak at 25.5% in October 1994.
Macro-economic policies implemented by the government since that period have been
aimed at reigning-in inflation and bringing down the rate of growth to more
sustainable levels. As a result, real GDP growth declined from 11.8 per cent in 1994
to 10.2 per cent in 1995, as shown in the Table 1.1, while the annual rate of retail
price inflation declined from 21.7% to 14.8% over the same period. In 1995, strong

8

real growth in consumption and investment and rapid growth in exports were the
major forces fuelling economic growth.8

Table 1.1 China: key economic indicators, 1979-1996

Growth Rates

1979-95

[I:

First Half

Average Annual
1992

1993

1994

1995

1996

Population

1.4

1.1

1.1

1.1

1.1

1.1

GDP

9.9

14.2

13.5

11.8

10.2

9.8

Industrial Output

14.9

21.4

23.8

21.6

16

15.2

Total Investment

16

42.6

58.6

31.4

18.8

18.6

Wages

16.6

17

22.6

30.9

23

13.7

Retail Sales (Nominal)

9.3

16.5

27.4

31.2

28.3

21.1

Retail price index

7.3

5.4

13

21.8

14.8

7.1

Exports (Nominal)

17.9

18.2

8

31.9

22.9

-8.2

Imports (Nominal)

14.1

28.3

29

11.3

14.2

11.6

(Gross Value)

Sources: State Statistical Bureau, China Statistical Yearbook 1995, and China Monthly Statistics 1996.

The Europa World Year Book 1996, Europa Publications, Ltd.

The literature on gender and economic development diverge with regard to the impact
of development on women's employment and economic status in society. The current
debate can be divided into four perspectives: the modernisation perspective, the
structural transformation theory and liberal feminist perspective, the dependency
perspective, and the socialist feminist perspective. The first two are drawn from the
western liberal tradition, and the last two emerge from the Marxist tradition.

2.1 The Modernisation Perspective

The modernisation perspective predicts that the modernisation process will remove
traditional constraints on women and change the traditional sexual division of labour,
40

thereby fostering the liberation of women.9 As industrialisation proceeds, modern
values and attitudes such as "achievement orientation,"0 "mobile personality",' and
egalitarianism are diffused and undermine the patriarchy of the traditional society.'2
As Inkeles and Smith observe, the forces of modernisation would "act on men's

For this perspective, see Jane Jaquette, "Women and Modernization Theory: A Decade of Feminist
Criticism," WorldPolitics, 34 (1982); and Susan Tiano, "Gender, Work and World Capitalism," in
Beth Hess and Myra Ferree, eds., Analyzing Gender, (Newbery Park: Sage, 1987).
'°
David McClelland, "The Achievement Motive in Economic Growth," in Bert Hoselitz and Wilbert
Moore, eds., Industrialization and Society, (The Hague: Mouton, 1963).
11 Daniel Lerner, The Passing of Traditional Society, (New York: Free Press, 1958).
12
S.N. Eisenstadt, "Modernization: Growth and Diversity," Tradition, Change and Modernity, (New
York: John Wiley and Sons, 1973).
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attitudes, and incline them to accord to women status and rights more nearly equal to
those enjoyed by men."13

Economic modernisation diffuses not only modern values but capital and technology
as well. Women gain increased access to economic resources and modern labour
markets and acquire productive skills, thereby enhancing their opportunities and
independence. Women who work in the public sphere can improve their position in
comparison with males both in the home and in society by undermining the material
bases of male hierarchy. Those who stay at home can also benefit from overall
economic development, improved living conditions and the adoption of modern
values. In the process of development, women are liberated from the oppressive
traditional patriarchy. The positive effect of modernisation on women, viewed in this
perspective, is stated as follows:

Industrialisation encourages new attitudes and behaviour and stresses experiences
women have in industrial society which enhance their competence and feelings of
self-respect, and alter their relationship with others

40

Everyday experiences

...

--

particularly family members

sharpen their faculties and sensitise them to the

importance of competence and achievement. The opportunities for employment
outside the home enrich them intellectually as well as financially

13

Alex Inkeles and David Smith, Becoming Modern, Cambridge, (Mass: Harvard University Press,
1974), p.26.
14
Bernard Rosen and Anita Laraia, "Modernity in Women,' Journal of Marriage and the Family, 34
(May 1972), 354, quoted in Jaquette, p.269.

2.2 Structural Transformation Theory and The Liberal Feminist Perspective

Structural transformation theorists, on the other hand, define development as longterm aggregate changes in the structure of demand, production, and employment that
signal the transformation of a traditional, mostly agricultural economy into a modern
economic system with strong agricultural and manufacturing sectors'. As economies
transform, they diversify their economic base so that while Gross National Product
(GNP) rises, the proportion of labour involved in, and GNP resulting from, agriculture

I

decreases and the proportion of labour in, and GNP resulting from, manufacturing and
services increases. Third World economies can most efficiently transform by
following a broad-based "unimodal" or "high employment" development strategy
aimed at raising the productivity

---

and incomes

--

of all farmers in the agricultural

sector, while developing the manufacturing sector so that it can gradually absorb more
people from the agricultural sector.16 This increases the number of forward and
backward linkages between agricultural and manufacturing sectors. Under a broadbased development pattern, there are more farmers demanding purchased inputs (e.g.,

0

fertilisers) and manufactured products (e.g., clothes, bicycles) as their incomes rise,
while there are more urban workers demanding more food as their incomes rise.17
With more consumers, there are fewer underconsumption crises and more small-scale
investments and flow of capital between sectors.

15

Bruce F. Johnston and Peter Kilby, Agriculture and Structural Transformation, (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1975), pp. 34-75
16
ibid.
7
Albert Hirschman, The Strategy of Economic Development, (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University
Press, 1958); Steve Haggled, Peter Hazell, and James Brown, Farm/Non-Farm Linkages in Rural SubSaharan Africa: Empirical Evidence and Policy Implications, (Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 1987)

Operating within the context of structural transformation theories, liberal feminists
like Ester Boserup, Robert Evenson, and Uma Lele18

--

--

attack the modernisation view,

contending that development has not improved women's status but rather has an
adverse impact on women, reinforcing traditional patriarchy or eroding whatever
power and authority they had in the traditional society.

In subsistence economies, women were integral to household production and had
stable access to economic resources and some decision-making power in the
household.'9 The process of development, however, challenged the reciprocal and
more sexually equal division of labour. Development planners with western
stereotypes of roles for women reinforced the process of female marginalisation by
making services, training, credit, new seeds and new technology available only to men
even in the female-centered subsistence economies. As a result, men have access to
the more productive and better jobs while women who lack skills, education, and
capital are relegated to the least productive sector of the economy. Evelyne Sullerot
observed that in the early stages of economic development, labour markets

S

discriminate heavily against women, and real opportunities for women tend to rise
more slowly than for men.20

18

Ester Boserup, Women's Role in Economic Development, (New York: St. Martin's, 1970); Robert E.
Evenson, "The Allocation of Women's Time: An International Comparison," Behavior Science
Research 17, Nos. 3 4 (Spring-Summer 1983): 196-2 15; Uma Lele, "Women and Structural
Transformation," Economic Development and Cultural Change 34, no. 2 (1986): 195-22 1, and
"Women, Structural Adjustment, and Transformation: Some Lessons and Questions from the African
Experience," in Gladwin, ed. 'pp. 46-80.
19
Rae Blumberg, "Rural Women in Development," in Naomi Black and Ann Baker Cottrell eds.,
Women and World Change: Equity Issues in Development, (Newbery Park: Sage, 1981).
20
Evelyne Sullerot, Women, Society, and Change, (London: World University Library 1971).
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Although this perspective differs from the modernisation perspective in that it argues
that development did not automatically improve women's status but rather was
detrimental to women, it implicitly accepts the assumption of the modernisation view
that the capitalist modernisation process is inherently beneficial and viable. The
widespread subordination or marginalisation of women in capitalist societies is
regarded as a "deviation" from modern social norms of equality, freedom, and justice.
This deviation is explained by patriarchal attitudes and cultural prejudices of both
Western and Third World policymakers. Their inability to change the existing
cultural patterns distorts the modernisation process to women's disadvantage. Fruits
of modernisation have primarily benefited men because only men worked in the
public sphere while women were confined to the domestic sphere. Thus women are
not fully integrated into the development process due to the restricted access.

According to Boserup, economic development results in an increasing specialisation
of labour and an expanded work ethic with higher expectations about the future that
affect the perceived value of time, so time-intensive goods become more costly2'

S

This causes some women to invest in skills, opt for full-time employment and take a
substantial drop in leisure. Women's labour force participation thus rises at later
stages of development. As a result, women may end up being displaced from
agricultural production and at the bottom of the labour market hierarchy owing to
their lack of formal education and training.

21

Ester Boserup, Women's Role in Economic Development, (New York: St. Martin's, 1970).

14

Given the assumption that society should accommodate women on an equal basis with
men, liberal feminists argue that women can be liberated by being integrated into the
process of modernisation and the public sphere of capitalist structures. The problem of
sexual inequality is presumed to be solvable within the capitalist system through
reforms such as legal and attitudinal changes. The goal is to spread the benefits of
modernisation through reforms in order to make women equal partners to men in the
existing system. The slogan of this perspective is to "integrate women into
development."22

S
2.3 The Dependency Perspective

The dependency perspective shares the view of the liberal feminists that development
marginalise women. The problem, however, is not a lack of integration of women
into the essentially beneficial development process but rather women's incorporation
into an exploitative global capitalism which deepens gender subordination.23 Drawing
on Marxist insights, dependency theorists claim that the expansion of capitalism as a

S

mode of production in the Third World leads to economic growth but at the same time
creates serious distortions in the economies so that they become "disarticulated."24 In

22

see Footnote 9.
For this perspective, see Diane Elson and Ruth Pearson, "The Subordination of Women and the
Internationalization of Factory Production," in Kate Young, Carol Wokowitz and Roslyn McCullagh,
eds., Of Marriage and the Market: Women 's Subordination in International Perspective, (London:
CSE Books, 1981); June Nash and Maria Patricia Fernandez-Kelly, eds., Women, Alen and the
International Division of Labour, (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1981).
24
Alain DeJanvry, The Agrarian Question, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1981), pp. 3245
In an "articulated" economy, the agricultural sector is linked by flows of raw material, products,
labour, capital and foreign exchange to and from the manufacturing sector; farmers demands for
manufactured goods increase with farm incomes, while urban workers' demands for food increase
with urban wages.
23

15

a disarticulated economy, (such as an export enclave economy), the demand for
manufactured goods originates from abroad, profits are remitted abroad, and there are
very few linkages between the traditional sectors (mostly agricultural) and modern
manufacturing sectors. As a result, little true development occurs, because most
farmers in the traditional sector do not have the incomes to be consumers of
manufactured goods or investor in small-scale manufacturing plants.

Women may be central to the process of capitalist development,25 yet their
involvement is detrimental rather than beneficial to them. According to this
perspective, despite technological development and liberal values that favour
women's participation, exploitation of women persists because it serves the needs of
capitalism.26

The international system of capital accumulation necessitates

exploitation of women to keep wages at the lowest possible level. Furthermore, in
order to avoid crises of capitalism, capitalist elites manipulate production within
nation-states and the world system through patriarchal control over when women's
production, reproduction, or both are socially and economically necessary.27 Through
manipulation of women's productive work, capitalism survives the crises of inflation
and depression as the tensions of supply and demand for workers are reduced.
Women's participation in production is determined within the international capitalist
system by how their nations are linked to the global economy. As Chinchilla
observes, "the fate of women

...

depends

...

not so much on the policies of their

25

Heidi Hartmann, "The Unhappy Marriage of Marxism and Feminism: Towards a More Progressive
Union," in Lydia Sargent, ed., Women and Revolution (Boston: South End Press, 1981).
26
Jaquette, P.274.
27
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governments or the 'enlightenment' of the men around them as on the function that
the economy of which they are a part serves in the world system."28

2.4 The Socialist-Feminist Perspective

Operating under the framework of the dependency theory, socialist feminists add the
analysis of patriarchal cultural norms to the dependency perspective, by explaining
women's subordination to men via a theory of patriarchy and patriarchal relations.
Heidi Hartmann's definition of patriarchy is "a set of social relations which have a
material base and in which there are hierarchical relations between men, and solidarity
among them, which enable them to control women."29 Criticising the dependency
perspective's lack of concern with how and why male oppression of women as
women persists, socialist-feminists link patriarchy to the mode of production.3° They
see women's exploitation in Third World countries as a direct consequence of the
penetration of capitalism as a mode of production. Men's domination over women is
a by-product of capital's domination over labour: men either own the means of
production or they control women's labour in the workplace.3' Class relations
determine the nature of gender relations, as women's marginal role in the economy
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Norma Chinchilla, "Mobilizing Women: Revolution in the Revolution," Latin American Perspective,
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explains their subordination. They see capitalism joining forces with patriarchy and
thus exacerbating precapitalist gender inequalities.

Hartmann argues that, although Marxism examines the oppression of women by
capital, it does not concern itself with the subordination of women by men, and thus
"the categories of Marxism are sex-blind."32 Since capital accumulation does not
cause the oppression of women as women, socialist-feminists look to the interaction
of patriarchy and capitalism to explain why the status of women is different from that

S

of men. In this perspective, "women as sex" is added to "women as class," male
domination joins capitalism, and women's reproduction is linked to production. As
Eisenstein observes, this view uses "Marxist class analysis as the thesis, radical
feminist patriarchal analysis as the antithesis, and from the two evolves the synthesis
of socialist feminism."

33 Socialist feminists find "capitalist patriarchy" to be the

cause of women's oppression.

.socialist feminists are committed to understanding the system of power deriving from
capitalist patriarchy. I choose this phrase, capitalist patriarchy, to emphasise the mutually
reinforcing dialectical relationship between capitalist class structure and hierarchical
sexual structuring. Understanding this interdependence of capitalism and patriarchy is
essential to the socialist feminist political analysis

...

In this sense socialist feminism

moves beyond singular Marxist analysis and isolated radical feminist theory.34
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Socialist feminists' attempt to establish the "marriage of Marxism and feminism",
which places the origin of women's subordination in their reproductive roles within
the household. Private patriarchy is a system of household production based on the
dominance of individual men within families; women's class position is determined
by the institution of marriage. Marriage is a labour contract in which the husband's
appropriation of unpaid labour from his wife constitutes a domestic mode of
production.35 Within the household, women do more labour than men, even if they
also have paid employment. Public patriarchy, by contrast, occurs principally in
public sites such as the workplace and the state; it is segregational (i.e., used by men
to keep access to the best-paid jobs for themselves) and at the same time
subordinating. Carol Brown argues that control of women's labour is moving from a
system of private patriarchy to one of public patriarchy of hierarchical maledominated work institution in advanced capitalist countries, for example, the United
States.36 Capitalism has not incorporated women into the labour force on equal terms
with men, but a "family wage" is paid to the man on the assumption that he is using it
to support a family. A male-female wage differential derives from the so-called
family wage and has become the norm for working-class families.37 This is the
cornerstone of the present sexual division of labour and consequently women's
continued economic dependence on men. According to Brown, American women are
much better off within the system of public patriarchy, because it is less harsh and
easier to resist than private patriarchy.
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This sexual division of domestic labour benefits men as well as capitalism. Marxist
feminists have held that women's domestic work creates capital and surplus value and
thus maintains capitalism. Women reproduce wage workers for the capitalist labour
force and provide unpaid services to wage workers, enabling them to live on a low
wage, which in turn, renders more profit to capitalists.38 Socialist-feminists, on the
other hand, contend that men also benefit from this.

(Men) benefit from women's provision of personal and household services, including
relief from child-rearing and many unpleasant tasks both within and beyond households.
Patriarchy's material base in men's control of women's labour; both in the household
and in the labour market, the division of labour by gender tends to benefit men.39

Women work not only for capital but also for men, and patriarchy has vested material
interests in women's subordination.

The sexual division of labour severely restricts women's productive role outside the
home. Women's household duties make them a "reserve army of labour" available to
be drawn into capitalist production when necessary while withdrawing to the private
sphere when unemployment rises.40 As they are regarded as subsidiary wage earners,
they are relegated to marginal jobs. Women's participation in production is not
primarily determined by the labour market. Women's vulnerability in production is
attributed to "their reproductive roles and their patriarchal dynamics that emanate

38
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from the domestic sphere."4' This perspective argues that patriarchy, capitalism, and
women's subordination are intertwined. The result is increasing gender inequalities as
development proceeds or as socialist feminists would say, as capitalism penetrates
precapitalistic societies. Accordingly, in order to end the oppression of women,
struggle against both patriarchy and capitalism is necessary. Tiano summarises:

They hold that Third World women's liberation and equality require radical
transformation of three interlocking systems: imperialism, which subjugates all Third
I*

World people; capitalism, which exploits all workers; and patriarchy, which oppresses all
women. A necessary condition is a socialist revolution that both eliminates capitalism
and removes the nation from its dependent position in the world capitalist system. A
sufficient condition is the destruction of patriarchy by eliminating the gender-based
division of labour in the household, at the work place, and in the political area, and by
socialising reproductive tasks so men and society generally will assume their share of this
responsibility.42

The following study will examine how well these theoretical frameworks help explain
I

the Malaysia case.

4! Tiano, p.240
42
Ibid.
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3.1 Economic Reforms in Post-Mao China

The post-Mao policies (1976 to the present) promoted international trade through the
establishment of four Special Economic Zones, privatised agriculture by returning
farms to the family, and put greater emphasis on efficiency and markets. In addition,
in order to control population growth, the State attempted to limit each family to one
child. Except for the one-child policy, the reforms have not been directed specifically
at women. They have, nevertheless, had strong, sometimes unexpected and negative,
gender effects.

This chapter examines the impact of post-Mao economic reforms on women,
emphasising three sets of policies:
•

the focus on international trade through the opening of the Special Economic
Zones;

•

the reorganisation of agriculture;

•

the attempt to improve efficiency through urban reforms.

The gender impact of each is examined through changes in employment and income
and intrahousehold allocation. Because the available data on Chinese women is
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fragmented and at times misleading, official sources are supplemented by such
sources as Foreign Broadcast Information Service Reports and the Beiing Review.

3.1.1. International Trade and Special Economic Zones

International trade has played a substantial role in China's rapid economic growth
during the reform period. The trade share of GNP increased from approximately 10%
43
in 1978 to more than 36 % of the much larger GNP in 1991. Initial steps to promote
trade focused on setting up export-processing zones, called Special Economic Zones,
patterned after similar zones existing in other developing countries.

Special Economic Zones were established in 1979 not only to generate employment
and earn foreign exchange, but also to demonstrate the benefits of integrating
capitalist institutions into a socialist setting. The zones were set up in coastal areas to
facilitate connections with Hong Kong, Macao, Taiwan and South Korea. Of the four
initial zones, three (Shenzhen, Zhuhai and Shantou) were located in the Guangdong
Province, adjacent to Hong Kong; the fourth (Xiamen) was in Fujian, opposite
Taiwan. Despite being near ports, the zones were situated in regions lacking the
modern infrastructure required by transnational corporations.

A substantial

commitment to investment was needed to bring them up to the desired level, and the
planners expected foreign businesses to supply most of the required funds.

'°

T. Gottschang, "The economy's continued growth', Current History, September 1992, p. 269.
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Despite short-term problems, the zones have been quite successful economically.
They increased the value of their exports from $9 million dollars in 1979 to $1.8
billion in 1988, and the number of contracts with foreign businesses doubled between
44
1987 and 1988. The effect of the zones' success was evident as trade spread beyond
their boundaries. In addition, rural industries began to partake in export-processing
45

activities; about 20 per cent of China's exports came from rural industries in 1990.
In 1993, export-processing led the growth in exports with a value of $44.25 billion.46

3.1.2. Rural Reforms and the Household Responsibility System

with the reorganisation of
Reform of domestic production began in the late 1970s
agriculture from communal to family-based farming. Through the Household
Responsibility System, the state provided seeds and other inputs to families who
agreed to supply a certain amount of grain to the state. The price of state-purchased
grain was also raised from 15 to 20 per cent, and bonuses for exceeding the family
quota were increased from 30 to 50 percent.47 Excess grain could be sold on the reappearing free markets. The family decided how to use the land
them under long-term contracts of 15 to 30 years

--

--

now allocated to

for the specific production of cash

earning crops and sideline activities. Families could also engage in production of
handicrafts and other small businesses.
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The new decision-making abilities and incentives released a torrent of entrepreneurial
talent, and production soared. Agriculture generated discretionary incomes that could
now be used for investment. In the mid-1980s, privately owned industries flourished
under the new freedom to open community, collective and private factories. By 1987,
rural non-state industries had become 'the most dynamic sector in the Chinese
economy'.48 Many of these industries were located near coastal cities, and businesses
frequently processed exports, especially near Hong Kong. By 1993, the new
businesses employed approximately 100 million people; a sample survey of Nanhai
and Shangrao showed that women comprised 51.2 per cent of the workers in non-state
rural businesses.49

3.1.3. Urban Reforms and the Emphasis on Efficiency

Urban reforms did not get under way until the mid-1980s, after the rural reforms had
achieved notable success. In the cities, the focus was on improving efficiency by
reducing costs and by eliciting greater work effort from employees through incentives
such as piece rates, bonuses and retention of profits by enterprises. The need to
eliminate redundant workers in state enterprises has been frequently discussed.5°
Contract workers accounted for 12.1 per cent of total staff and workers, an increase
from less than 1 per cent in 1983.

48
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Until the post-Mao reforms, workers in China had been assigned to lifetime jobs with
little opportunity for upward mobility, and small chances of transferring to a different
business or a new line of work. The beginnings of a labour market permitted people
to choose jobs more in accord with their own tastes, with the trade-off that they did
not have complete assurance of finding a position. While managers may still be
reluctant to fire or layoff workers, the use of the contract system makes these
decisions much easier

--

managers simply do not renew worker contracts.

Table 3.1 Proportion of staff and workers on contractual jobs, 1983 and 1990
(Percentage)

1983

1990

State-owned units

0.6

13.3

Urban collectives

0.3

8.1

Other

--

26.3

Total

0.6

12.1

51
Source: Statistical Yearbook of China (1991).

Price reform, which relies on markets rather than administrative fiat to set prices, has
been more extensive in the goods market than in the labour market. In November
1993, 90 per cent of prices in the goods market were set by supply and demand.

51

Statistical Yearbook of China, (Hong Kong: State Statistical Bureau, 1991), p. 96.
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Planners have announced their intent expand the role of market forces in labour, real
estate and financial markets.52

3.2 The Post-Mao Reforms and Women

Although there have been bouts of inflation and retrenchment, the success of these
reforms is evident. At present, China has the fastest growing economy in the world.
Between 1980 and 1991 the annual rate of growth of GDP in China averaged 9.4 per

40

cent, and during 1993 the economy grew an impressive 13 per cent53. Table 3.2
shows that the annual net per capita income increased from 480 yuan in 1981 to 1,558
in 1990. Moreover, the gains have been widely distributed in both rural and urban
areas. The number of people living in poverty declined from 270 million in 1978 to
97 million in 1985, but no further reductions were achieved between 1985 and 1990.

54

In conjunction with these gains in per capita income, the economic reforms have
created many new employment opportunities for women. Well-being, however,
depends upon more than the number of jobs created and the growth of per capita
income. This chapter applies Sen's concepts of capabilities and well-being to
evaluate the impact of post-Mao reforms on women. According to Sen, capabilities
comprise the actual choices of what a person is able to do or be.55 Greater well-being
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implies that the expansion of capabilities is not only based on higher incomes but also
on the type of job one holds, the source of one's income and on changes that affect
education, health and intrahousehold decision-making.

Table 3.2 Income changes during the post-Mao reforms in yuan, 1981 and 1990

is

198]

1990

480

1,558

rural, nominal

223

630

rural, real

202

319

Urban, nominal

463

1,387

Urban, real

446

685

GNPpercapita
Annual net income, per capita

11
Sources: Statistical Yearbook of China.56

The World Bank, China: Strategies for Reducing Poverty in the 1990s, p. 4
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3.2.1. Women 's Employment Opportunities in Special Economic Zones

The opening of China to international trade has stimulated the economy and provided
many opportunities for Chinese women. In the Special Economic Zones, as in most
export-processing zones, younger women (18 to 23 years old) hold an average of 70
to 80 per cent of the newly created production jobs.57

While employment creation is positive, the hiring pattern reflects the global tradition
of female predominance in the assembly work of light industries rather than an overt
decision to employ women.58 The positions are at the lowest level, in monotonous,
assembly-line work with little if any chance of promotion. As in export-processing
zones of other developing nations, the traditional hierarchy of male managers
overseeing unskilled female employees is maintained.59

The employment opportunities provided to women have had a positive impact on the
well-being of women. The zones provide paid employment to young women who are
looking for their first jobs and who have the hardest time finding employment in
China today. The zones also impact women who live elsewhere. The number of
Chinese women employed in the Special Economic Zones may be low compared to
the amount of surplus labour in the country as a whole, but the new demand for
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female labour does relieve the problem to some extent. The zones have also
demonstrated the prosperity of export-processing activities which has rapidly led to
demands by other areas to participate more in international trade. This means
additional job opportunities for women.

3.2.2. Employment Impact on Rural Women

It is fortunate for the expanding employment capabilities of rural women that the light
industries where China is most competitive have traditionally been female intensive
throughout the world. The pattern of hiring reflects this tradition rather than a
planned effort to provide jobs for women.60 Although these jobs make a positive
contribution in terms of employment, they share the characteristics of exportprocessing jobs elsewhere in that they are mostly low-level positions with little
opportunity for advancement.

Offsetting the gains, traditional forms of discrimination against women have
accompanied the institutional changes in the countryside.

The household

responsibility system has combined with other reforms (specifically the reorganisation
of the rural health care system and the one-child policy) to threaten the capability of
survival for rural girls as illustrated by the adverse sex ratio in Table 3.3.
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Grunwald, Joseph, and Kenneth Flamm. The Global Factory: foreign Assembly in International
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Table 3.3 Sex Ratio 1950-1990, Female = 100
Year

Sex Ration

Year

Sex Ratio

1950

108.1

1975

106.0

1955

107.3

1980

106.0

1960

107.4

1985

107.0#

1965

104.4*

1990

106.6+

1970

105.9

Source: Research Institute, Statistics on Chinese Women 1949

-

1989 (1991) and National Population

Census Office (199 1).61
*

The lowest ratio

# The Highest ratio since 1960, but the trend had been upward since the early 1970s
+ Year of National Census.

The sex ratio (male/female) rose from 106.0 in 1980 to 106.6 in 1990. It reached a
25-year high of 107 in 1985. The trend during the 1980s is notable because it occurs

is

when income is rising.

While the figures are national, the adverse effects are experienced mainly by rural
girls because of the incentives associated with the combination of rural reforms. The
household responsibility system reinforces the value of male children who, in contrast

Research Institute of All China Women's Federation and Research Office of Shanxi Provincial
Women's Federation, Statistics on Chinese Women: 1949-1989, (Beijing: China Statistical Publishing
House, 1991), p. 23.
National Population Census Office, Major Figures of the Fourth National Population Census of
China, (Beijing: China Statistical Publishing House, 1991), p. 3.
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to girls, are expected to contribute to family welfare even when they are adults.
Although girls can generate income by dropping out of school and working, the net
benefit of a male to the family exceeds that of a girl, and the future earnings of girls
can be expected to be reduced by the lack of education. Therefore, the one-child
policy provides incentives for making sure that child is a male.

Some problems also emerge in the institutional setting for earning income. Because
the source of income affects control over that income within the family, the return to
the household as the center of production in rural areas diminishes the control a
woman exercises over her earnings compared to those from work outside the family
system. The amount contributed by the woman within the household is less visible
than outside earnings and more subject to arbitrary evaluation.62

The ability to make key decisions is critical in establishing bargaining power, but in
the traditional, patriarchal family, key decisions are usually made by the patriarch.
Although income has increased, the control by the woman falls on the portion
switched from outside the household to a family enterprise.

This section demonstrates the conflict between the gain for the household and the
capabilities of individual members. The distribution of income within the household
can be expected to be influenced by the source of that income, and the reorganisation

62
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of production, stressing the patriarchal household as the source, can be detrimental to
the bargaining power of women.

Furthermore, there has been a tendency in the transformation of work for women to
become more concentrated in agriculture as men migrate to cities and otherwise seek
jobs outside the sector.63 While opportunities in rural industry are also opening to
women, the employment share of women in agriculture is currently increasing.
Between 1982 and 1987, the concentration of women in agricultural activities
increased from 43.69 per cent to 44.52 per cent.64 If this trend continues, it would
indicate a relative worsening of rural women's capabilities since the sector typically
provides lower incomes than industry.

3.2.3. Employment Impact on Urban women

The urban reforms are still in their infancy. The main threat to the capabilities of
urban women in response to the economic reforms occurs through discrimination in

Is

hiring labour and policies taken or under consideration to reduce the pressure of
surplus labour. Resulting changes in employment opportunities and in source of
income present problems for women in society and within the household.

The data on employment share of Chinese women presented in Table 3.4 illustrates
positive effects, but the figures are somewhat misleading. Officially the employment

63
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64
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share of women has increased from 35.4 per cent in 1980 to 37.6 per cent in 1990.
During that period, however, many women have either effectively lost their jobs, been
transferred to more traditional areas, or have been identified as surplus who will
eventually be dismissed. They still remain technically employed. Figure 3.1 shows
that the female unemployment rate is higher than that for the male.

The growing economy offers potential for additional employment, especially
entrepreneurial activities, and women comprise approximately half of such workers.65
Currently, the state is trying to reduce its work force, rural migrants are pouring into
the cities, and young people continue to enter the labour market. It is forecasted that,
toward the end of the year 2000, the growth of China's labour resources will reach
new heights. The number of unemployed urban workers and rural labourers shifting
to cities and towns will increase considerably. According to one official source in
1995, the rural surplus labour increased to about 130 million.66 In the city, there will
be some 15 million redundant workers with the unemployment rate of 2.8%.67 Faced
with an abundance of candidates for each position and with a growing awareness of
the need to minimise costs, managers frequently choose male applicants over equally
qualified women.

65

Research Institute of All China Women's Federation and Research Office of Shanxi Provincial
Women's Federation, Statistics on Chinese Women: 1949-1989, (Beijing: China Statistical
Publishing House, 1991).
66
The Far East and Australia 1997, 28th Edition., (London: Europapublications Ltd.), 1997.
67
Bejing Review, Vol. 38, No. 44, October 30, 1995.

34

Table 3.4 Employment share of women, staff, and workers, 19801990*
(Year-End figure in Millions)
Year

Total

Female

% Female

1980

104.44

36.98

35.4

1981

109.40

39.35

36.0

1982

112.81

40.93

36.3

1983

115.15

41.99

36.5

1984

118.90

43.25

36.4

1985

123.58

45.00

36.4

1986

128.09

46.88

36.6

1987

132.14

48.69

36.9

1988

136.08

50.36

37.0

1989

137.42

51.37

37.4

1990

140.59

52.94

37.6

Source: Research Institute, Statistics on Chinese Women 1949-1989; State Statistical Bureau,
Statistical Yearbook of China 1991, and "Women: A Force..."68

*

"Staff and workers" include employees of state-owned units in urban and rural areas (including

government agencies), employees of collective-owned and other ownership units in urban areas, and
employees of state-collective joint ownership firms including joint enterprises with township and
village collectives. Foreign workers are not included (State Statistical Bureau 1991, 9)

"Women: A Force in Public Life." Being Review (March 9-15, 1992): p.27.
Research Institute of All China Women's Federation and Research Office of Shanxi Provincial
Women's Federation. Statistics on Chinese Women: 1949-1989, p. 239.
State Statistical Bureau, Statistical Yearbook of China 1991 (1991), p, 90.
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Figure 3.1 Rate of urban unemployment between 1985 and 1994
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Source: Yearbook of Labour Statistics, 54th Issue. International Labour Organisation, 1995.

The issues of unemployment discussed above mainly concern changes in the source of
income. Changes have also occurred in the distribution of income at the household
level. The strict migration controls in the past protected urban residents from job
competition with the majority of rural Chinese in contrast to other developing
countries. Now the "floating population" is flowing in from the countryside with an
estimated 50 million temporaries working or seeking work in the cities in 1989.69
Urban women and rural male migrants are competing more directly for urban jobs.
Combined with state enterprise reforms to lower costs, increasing unemployment of
urban women is highly probable.

The changes in the distribution and source of income, accompanied by manifestations
of discrimination against women in employment, can be expected to reduce
bargaining power within the household.

69

World Bank. China: Strategies for Reducing Poverty in the 1990s, p. 59.
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The urban reforms have not made such dramatic changes in the source of income as
the household responsibility system did in rural areas, and they have facilitated
growth of incomes and availability of more choice in the means of earning income.
These positive effects, however, are offset by the growing discrimination in finding
jobs and the larger representation of women among the unemployed as examined
above. If the perceived contribution of women is reduced and if opportunities outside
the home are limited, then the intrahousehold bargaining power of urban women will
be negatively affected.

3.3 Intrahousehold decision-making

Many of the post-Mao reforms manifest their indirect or unanticipated effects within
the household. The household can be viewed as a group of individuals with some
interests in common and with some interests that clash: a cooperative conflict.70 At
times the household may act to maximise a joint utility function, but a bargainingpower game is more likely to emerge. How much power a woman has in this
situation is influenced by employment opportunities and other factors such as
education and property rights.7' It is also likely to be influenced by where and how
the woman is employed.

°

A.K. Sen, Women, Technology and Sexual Divisions, (New York: United Nations, 1985).
A.K. Sen, 'Gender and cooperative conflicts', in I. Tinker, ed., Persistent Inequalities, (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1990), PP. 123-49
"
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3.3.1. Rural Women

The gains from income expansion in the countryside have been widespread and
contributed positively to the well-being of rural women. However the most
disturbing, reform-related phenomenon for rural women has been the change in the
source of income affected by the household responsibility system. As the patriarchal
household becomes the centre of production for many, an individual's contribution is
blurred when compared to earning wages. This can easily lead to undervaluing a

49

woman's contribution in a setting that traditionally discriminates against her. A
reduction of the woman's power in making decisions and in bargaining can be
expected.

The daughters gain from the positive changes as their employment opportunities and
income get increased, but some have been pulled out of school as the implicit
opportunity cost and out-of-pocket costs of education rise.
arrangement

--

The traditional

a girl relocates to her husband's village upon marriage and makes

contributions to his family but not to her own

--

promote discrimination against the

education of female children. In 1990, 4.8 million school-age children dropped out;
80 per cent of them were girls. Most of the drop-outs occur in rural areas.72
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3.3.2 Urban Women

The economic reforms have resulted in contradictory changes within urban
households. On the one hand, women have frequently been direct beneficiaries of the
rise in income as a result of economic growth. This expands women's choices and
opportunities. On the other hand, with the fledgling labour market, there is a tendency
for Chinese women to be the last hired and first fired. Under-employment or surplus
labour and unemployment has become a major problem for the Chinese.
Undoubtedly, difficulties in finding or keeping ajob has reduced women's bargaining
power at home.

State business are compelled to become more competitive, and women are
disproportionately identified as those who will lose their jobs.73 Women who have
been sent home with partial wages may appreciate their lighter burden, but their skills
may become obsolete as new technology is introduced. They are well aware that they
may never regain employment and that the funding for staying home is temporary.

3.4 Summary

While the economic reforms in China have improved the employment capabilities of
households as demonstrated by higher per capita incomes and the distribution of
income, the problems in capabilities for women emerge from changes in the source of
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income. The rural reorganisation based on the household responsibility system has
had some unintended repercussions on women as it enhances the traditional
patriarchal family and increases the value of sons to the family. In combination with
the one-child policy, it has provided incentives that threaten the chance of survival for
some rural girls. Intrahousehold bargaining power related to the source of income is
reduced in this setting with women's contribution getting undervalued.

The emphasis on efficiency in the urban reforms has resulted in increasing
discrimination against women in hiring and layoffs as businesses try to reduce costs.
Surplus labour still interferes with efforts of state businesses to be more competitive,
and impending enterprise reforms assure that more women will lose state jobs. Rural
migrants are swelling the pooi of potential urban workers. At the least, during a
transitional stage, urban women will be seen to bear most of the burden of
unemployment and some will unwillingly be pushed into the traditional role of
housewife. Intrahousehold bargaining power will reflect the narrowing of outside
opportunities.

The popularity of the economic reforms is evident. But the costs of adjustment
frequently fall more heavily on the women.
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4.1 Similarities between China and Malaysia

Women's economic position, (more than most other economic phenomena), appears
to be heavily influenced by cultural and institutional settings.74 Therefore, the
comparison of the culture between Malaysia and China and the examination the
institutional settings in Malaysia can illustrate the historic background of gender
discrimination in these two countries and pave the way for further study of other
influencing factors.

4.1.1 Cultural Settings

The Malaysian case itself is more representative than most because it includes women
of different cultures and backgrounds: Muslim Malays, Confucianist Chinese and
Hindu, Muslim and Christian Indians, from both urban and rural backgrounds.
The comparison of culture, including religion and ideology, between these two
countries demonstrates many similarities.
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Religion

Islam has been the major traditional religion of Malaysia and has had a major impact
on the Malaysian way of life. Islam is based on the belief that men dominate society,
and Islamic men are responsible for all religious rituals. In contrast, women only
practise the religion as they are directed by men.75 This attitude has influenced
several issues such as the structure and role of the family, all gender-based roles,
social relationships, education, economic and political matters, and individual
development. The Islamic patriarchy in Malaysia do not benefit from women's
employment and therefore tends to oppose it.76

Buddhism, a well-adapted and widely accepted religion in China, is one of the main
sources of the view of women as inferior. The traditional contempt for women in
China is linked to the Buddhist ascetic teaching that women are the source of all evils
on earth because female sexuality causes men to commit crimes.77 Thus the success
of Buddhism strengthens the social prejudice against women.
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Social Relationships

Traditionally, social relationships for Malaysian women have existed primarily within
the home or family group. Women were not to make social contacts outside the
family as it was against religious beliefs.78 The movement of some women in the relocation of employment from inside the home to outside the home and into
traditionally male occupations has resulted in the women's change of attitude toward
the importance of their work and a redefining of their sex role as it relates to work
expectation.

In China, most women remain in the midst of traditional society characterised by a
patriarchal structure and culture. Its central features such as a gender division of
labour whereby 'men are primarily outside the home, women are primarily inside the
home.' After the New China was established, however, because of the need for
agricultural labour, and as an effort to improve women's economic and political
status, the government promoted and encouraged women to participate in field labour.
The collective labour broadened women's views and enlarged their scope of
interaction, ftirthering the dissemination and acceptance of the new perspective.
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Ideology

--

Parent Repayment

In both countries, ideology, rather than poverty, is the motivating factor for women's
employment outside home. The women express this in terms of the traditional
concept of 'parent repayment', which is strongly held in all three of the ethnic
communities

--

Muslim Malays, Confucianist Chinese, and Indians who include

Muslims, Hindus and Christians.79 Factory employment enables women to make this
repayment before they marry and are then caught up in family expenses of their own.

Role of women

--

Inferiority

The role of Malaysian women has been one of subservience to men. As a result of

.

recent social changes in Malaysia, women are more able to consider careers outside
the home among their career choices. However, while it is now possible for women
to engage in traditionally male occupations, they are still more likely to choose
traditionally female roles such as teaching or nursing.

Confucianism, a moral philosophy in China, assigned roles to women involving only
domestic and thus less important activities. This inferiority was clear to Confucius,
who once said, 'Women and small men are the only burdensome people'.80 Women's
inferior roles are regarded as a part of, and necessary for, the natural harmonious
order. The Confucian ideals of family, society and women's role have not
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significantly changed over the past 2500 years. Women in today's China continue to
be evaluated first and foremost by their traditionally primary roles as wives and
mothers, and are expected to make sacrifices for the family. The economic reform
and socialist modernisation has changed the traditional division between the two
sexes. Women now participate in social production as independent labourers, so their
independent status as persons gradually has become socially recognised. With
industrialisation and a commodity economy, people are privileged because of their
skills, not because of their sex.

4.1.2 Institution Settings

Even at the same level of social awareness, countries may still differ in terms of

.

gender difference simply because of differences in their government policy.8' The
consideration of gender in the policy planning by the Malaysian government helps to
illustrate the important role that government plays in improving women's economic
status.

The Third Malaysia Plan (1976-1980) has often been quoted as an attempt to
incorporate gender in economic development:

"The role of women in society has become an increasingly important factor in both the
developed and developing countries. The active participation and contribution of women in
development outside the family circle are no longer saddled by prejudice and traditional
conservatism. This is manifest by their leadership potentials in the fight for individual rights
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and freedom in society, equal treatment and respect for individuals, irrespective of sex, race,
culture and religion and the acceptance of human individual worth and capability in all walks of
life. These are significant factors in a nation's search for character and identity. The
contribution of women to the evaluation of a strong and self-reliant society in Malaysia needs to
be appreciated and taken into consideration in the agenda for rapid development projects."

(Third Malaysia Plan 1976: 105)82

Prior to this, gender had been a non-issue in development planning and government
policies. However, this does not mean that women have not benefited at all from the
general development strategy, although these benefits are purely incidental.

The improvements, like the increased job opportunities for women in the
manufacturing sector and the reduced poverty from the rural development
programmes, were achieved indirectly through general economic development. There
were also some specific programmes which were directed towards women. They
were firstly more welfare in nature, mainly aiming at helping women generate a
supplementary income for their families, especially through handicraft production.
The second type of programme, focused on family development, aimed at training and
helping women in the running of their households and caring for children.
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However, since the major concern of this paper is economic development on women's
status, it will focus on the indirect impact of development, emphasising more the
economic than the social indicators.

4.2 Women's Economic Status in Malaysia

The objective of this section is to examine the economic status of women in Malaysia
from the perspective of labour force participation, employment structure and earnings.
Malaysian women have achieved great progress in the last three decades. Three main
factors have contributed to their changing economic status:
the rapid expansion of educational facilities and the ready and equal access of
females as well as males to every level of education. This has led to the
modernisation of women, changed their attitude towards paid employment,
improved their skills and employability, and increased their earning capacity.
the rapid economic development and industrialisation which have created new
job opportunities for women in the urban areas, particularly in labour-intensive
industries.
the implementation of the New Economic Policy, which has enabled Malay
women to make the transition from rural economic inactivity and the status as
unpaid family workers into the modern sector paid employment.
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The main sources of statistical data are the population censuses83 and labour force
survey in Yearbook of Labour Statistics. The Federation of Malaysia was formed in
1963 and an integrated census was not carried out until 1970. Separate censuses
occurred for Peninsular Malaysia in 1957 and Sabah and Sarawak in 1960. The 1957
census for Peninsular Malaysia was carried out in June, a period of medium
agricultural activity. To minimise the problem of seasonal fluctuations, the reference
period for labour force enumeration was 12 months and included part-time workers
who had worked an average of three hours per day and persons who were employed
for less than four months in the preceding twelve months but who were actively
looking for work for at least six of the 12 months. The 1960 census of Sabah and
Sarawak also used the reference period of 12 months and included in the employed all
those who had worked at least one-third of that period. The 1970 all-Malaysia census
was carried out in August, during the low period on the agricultural season, and the
reference period was one week, with no specified minimum of working time for
classification as employed. It is believed that this census suffered serious underenumeration of economic activity. The all-Malaysia 1980 census was conducted in
June and the reference period was one week. The minimum age for inclusion in the
labour force was 15 years in the 1960 censuses of Sabah and Sarawak, but for all the
other censuses, the minimum age was 10 years84
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4.2.1 Economic Development and Structural Change

Since political independence in 1957, Malaysia's development planning has
emphasised steady economic growth, diversification, reduction of unemployment, and

.

improvement in income and wealth distribution. However, ethnic problems along
with issues of income inequality and poverty led to the implementation of the New
Economic Policy (NEP) from the Second Malaysia Plan (1971-75). The NEP has two
objectives:
to eradicate poverty by raising income levels and employment opportunities
for all Malaysians;
to restructure Malaysian society so as to reduce existing economic imbalances
and eventually eliminate the identification of race with economic function and
geographical location.
In June 1991, the successor to NEP, the New Development Policy was inaugurated,
with the emphasis shifting from 'racial' economic restructuring to economic growth
and the eradication of poverty.85

Malaysia has achieved rapid economic development in the last three decades. In 1994,
according to estimates, by the World Bank, Malaysia's GDP, in real terms,
maintained an average annual growth rate of 6.2 per cent during 80-93. GDP
increased by 9.2 per cent in 1994 and by 9.5 per cent in 1995.86 Growth has been
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accompanied by substantial structural changes in production and employment. The
major structural shift is from the primary to the secondary sector, and in particular, the
although agriculture
rapid growth of manufacturing activities. At the end of the 1970s
was still the largest contributor to the GNP, its share of GDP declined from 38 percent
in 1960 to 30.8 percent in 1970 and to 13.5 percent in 1990. This sector also showed
declining average annual growth rates, from 5.7 percent between 1971 and 1975 to 3.2
percent between 1981 and 1985.

Simultaneously, the contribution of the

manufacturing sector has been steadily exceeding that of agriculture. While in 1970
its share of GDP was only 13.4 percent, this increased to 45.9 percent in 1990. On
average, the annual growth rate of the manufacturing sector was 11.5 percent in the
1960s and 12.5 percent in the 1970s. However, due to the economic recession of the
1980s, its growth rate declined to 5.2 percent between 1981 and 1985. The other

.

sector which is also growing rapidly is the services sector. It can be observed that the
development process is transforming the structure of the Malaysian economy from
one based on agriculture to one characterised by an expansion of the manufacturing
and services sector.87

Industrialisation in Malaysia started with import substitution in the late 1950s and
then moved to export orientation in the late 1960s. The emphasis was on the
development of resource-based and labour-intensive industries in which Malaysia had
a comparative advantage. The resource-based industries included not only renewable
resources such as rubber and palm oil. The labour-intensive industries were mainly
textiles, garments, electronics, electrical products, and food processing. A wide range
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of fiscal and other incentives were offered to investors. The world economic
recession in the 1980s led to Malaysia's negative economic growth rate of -1.5
percent in 1985, which reminded the government planners of the weaknesses in the
Malaysian economy, including an over dependency on primary exports, a narrow
industrial base comprised mainly of electronics and textiles and a shortage of skilled
workers.

It was also obvious to the government that in the line of manufacturing premised on
export-oriented industrialisation as a development strategy. This sector is constantly
subjected to the vicissitudes of world demands as demonstrated by the semi-conductor
industry in 1974, 1979 and 1984 when as a consequence of world economic recession,
several thousands of workers were retrenched. It is the manufacturing sector which
accounts for over 60 percent of reported retrenchments as documented by the Ministry
of Labour and Manpower in 1985.88

Taking into account the situation and factors as cited above, the Malaysian
government started to adopt various structural adjustment measures in mid-1982.
Sectoral policies on agriculture, manufacturing and services were undertaken. The
industrial policy trend today is towards "industrial deepening" with the growing
importance of heavy and resource-based industries. In line with the endeavour to
achieve the status of a "Newly Industrialised country", the government is encouraging
the entry of higher-technology industries in Malaysia, especially those with higher
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value-added content and greater forward and backward effects and linkages with the
local economy.

4.2.2 The Influence of Economic Transformation on Improvement of Malaysian
Women 's Economic Status

The relative economic position of women in comparison to men depends on
their labour force participation in the wage earning sector;
their occupational attainment;
their relative wage level.

4.2.2.1 Female Labour Force Participation

In the tradition of modemisation theory, some studies hypothesise a positive, linear
relationship between industrialisation and female labour force participation. A more
feminist approach challenges this view and suggests that industrialisation is
accompanied by women's confinement to the home and exclusion from productive
labour as market economies drive away household production for which women were
integral in subsistence economies. Recently, integration of these contrasting views
has suggested various forms of curvilinear relationships between industrialisation and
female labour force participation. Pampel and Tanaka describe a U-shaped
progression in which industrialisation forces women to withdraw form the labour
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force in the early stages but increase participation occurs at advanced levels.89
Conversely, some suggest a bell-shaped curvilinear relationship in which
industrialisation initially increases women's participation in labour-intensive light
industries but decreases participation as these industries become more capital and
technology-intensive.

Because of changing definitions and measures in the Malaysian census data, it is not
possible to gauge beyond doubt the trends in female labour force participation in
Malaysia. For Peninsular Malaysia, female labour force participation rates (LFPRs)
for those aged 10 and over rose from 26 per cent in 1957 to 30 per cent in 1970 and
further to 34 per cent in 1980. The same upward trend is evident when the age cut-off
for labour force participation was raised to 15 years. A contrary trend is evident in
Sabah and Sarawak. In Sabah the LFPR for females aged 15 and above declined from
44 per cent in 1960 to 39 per cent in 1970, and for Sarawak it declined from 53 per
cent to 52 per cent. Comparing the three constituent regions of Malaysia in 1970,
Peninsular Malaysia had the lowest female LFPR and Sarawak the highest. For
Malaysia as a whole, LFPRs for those aged 10 and over rose from 32 per cent in 1957
to 34 per cent in 1980; the same upward trend is evident when the age cut-off for
labour force participation was raised to 15 years, the upward trend from 38.9 in 1957
to 42.2 in 1990 (see Table 4.1). With rising LFPRs, females accounted for an
increasingly larger share of the Malaysian labour force, rising from 27 per cent in
1960 to 35 per cent in 1990.
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Two pertinent questions can be posed. Firstly, is the trend of women's increasing
participation just a logical consequence and part of the normal course of economic
development process. Secondly, what are the factors explaining the massive increase
in women's labour force participation which record growth rates that exceed the male
portions' rate of increase?

A number of factors on both the demand and supply sides may help explain the
growing female labour force participation in Malaysia. In the process of
industrialisation and urbanisation, the interaction of cultural socio-economic and
demographic factors play a vital role in determining the pattern of female LFPR. In
traditional societies, female LFPR is in general inhibited by customs and traditions
which tend to heavily restrict women from wage employment. In Malaysia both
Islam and Confucianism act as inhibiting factors. However, female LFPR is high in
the rural areas because of the nature of farm life and farm work, and women tend to be
economically active as unpaid family workers in farming and cottage industries. In
the urban areas, greater impediments are found to female participation in the formal
sector because of the separation of home from work place, the fixed hours of work,
and often the literacy and educational requirements. In the informal urban sector,
however, women are to be found in petty trades and in the various service
occupations such as domestic maids, cleaners, dressmakers and hairdressers.9°

With urbanisation and industrialisation, two opposing forces affect overall female
labour force participation. The negative force emanates from the reduction in relative
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importance of rural-agricultural employment, which reduces the impact of high rural
female LFPRs on the overall female LFPR. On the positive side, a number of factors
induce or impel women to enter the labour market. Census data for 1957, 1970, 1980
and the Labour Force Survey in 1990 have demonstrated that the positive force has
been dominant. The reasons behind this tendency are as follows.

Firstly, the delayed age of marriage and reduction in fertility has reduced the burden
of home-making and child care responsibilities and has encouraged women to seek
paid employment. These developments are part of the process of modernisation and
socio-economic development and have been facilitated by the ready availability of the
means of contraception, leading to increased female labour force participation, and in
turn contributing to delayed age at marriage and reduced fertility. A large drop in the
proportion of married women was observed in Malaysia between 1970 and 1990. The
proportion of single women aged 15 and over rose from 26 per cent to 31 per cent; the
proportion of single women increased from 83 per cent to 90 per cent in the age group
15-19, from 41 per cent to 59 per cent in the age group 20 to 24, and from 13 per cent
to 21 per cent in the age group 25 to 29. The proportion of single women was highest
in Peninsular Malaysia (31 per cent in 1990) and lowest in Sabah (26 per cent), and
was higher in urban (36 per cent) than in rural areas (27 per cent).

Secondly, the increasing access of females to education, first at primary level but
increasingly at secondary and tertiary levels, has led to improvement of their skills
and employability, as well as to changes in attitude towards marriage, child-bearing
and career. As higher education is costly, both families and government seek returns
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on the investment in human capital. The number of persons attending educational
institutions in Malaysia rose from 2.3 million to 4 million, increasing at the rate of 29
per cent, which is above the rate of increase in the number of children of school age.
School enrolment data shows that primary education has now become almost
universal in Malaysia, with the change most marked for females.9'

Data on educational attainment of the Malaysian population aged five and over in
1990 shows that 32 per cent of females had no schooling, 42 per cent had primary, 16
per cent secondary, and 11 per cent upper secondary and tertiary education. The
comparable proportions for males were 19 per cent, 46 per cent, 20 per cent and 15
per cent respectively, indicating that males were generally better educated than
females. In tertiary education, however, women still constituted only 35 per cent of
total university enrolments in 1990.92 In addition, student enrolment still shows
strong gender differentiation. In secondary schools, females concentrate on home
science and males on technical subjects. In the universities females specialise in arts
and education, and males in agriculture and engineering. In vocational training, males
specialise in industrial courses such as metal work, and electrical, electronics, building
and woodworking trades, while females specialise in dressmaking, hotels, and
catering, beauty culture, commercial and service work. Such educational and training
biases become translated into occupational biases and segregation.
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Some tabulations are available from the 1990 Labour Force Survey for Peninsular
Malaysia. (see Figure 4.1) Six levels of educational attainment are distinguished:
no formal education
primary
lower secondary
middle secondary
upper secondary and
tertiary.
There exists a positive influence of education on female participation in the labour
force as education enhances employment opportunities. For females, the lowest
LFPR of 35 per cent was found among those with lower secondary education, and the
highest LFPR of 88 per cent was among those with tertiary education.

Thirdly, the rapid expansion of the urban economy, and in particular the proliferation
of labour-intensive industries such as textiles, garments, and electronics in export
processing zones and industrial estates, have greatly increased the demand for female
production operatives. These industries favour young women who possess the
literacy to absorb the necessary training and instructions, and the manual dexterity for
high productivity. Urbanisation and commercialisation as well as the expansion of
education and health services in the public sector have also increased the demand for
female clerks, typists, secretaries, sales assistants, teachers, and nurses. The simple
regression analysis is applied to analyse the relationship between industrialisation and
female LFPR (see Appendix 3).

As t

.05,

13 =

±2.16, we will accept the hypothesis when the

and +2.16. The

t

t

value is between -2.16

value of 5.013554 being greater than 2.16 indicates that we shall

reject the null hypothesis of no relationship exists, or put in other words, the female
LFPR has the relationship with the industry development. Besides, since the p-value
is defined as the lowest level of significance at which the null hypothesis can be
rejected, we also can conclude that the null hypothesis will be rejected when p-value
is below a which is set equal to 5 percent. As p-value of 0.000237 is well lower than
the 0.05, the null hypothesis that female LFPR has no relationship with GDP by
industry origin is confidently rejected. The relationship between these two variables
exists. The coefficient of 9.872x10 demonstrates a positive relationship between the
female LFPR and GDP by industry origin, indicating that for every additional 100,000
million ringgit of GDP by industry the female LFPR will increase by 9.872 per cent.
In terms of the strength of that relationship, the adjusted R square shows that 63%
change (female LFPR) are due to development of industrialisation.

Fourthly, technology has altered the nature of many modern sector occupations,
reducing the demand for hard physical labour and increasing the pleasantness of the
work environment, thus increasing the attraction of the labour market for women.
Modern technology has also invaded the urban home, reducing the burden of
household chores and freeing women for the labour market.

Fifthly, the higher cost of urban living as well as growing expectations and aspirations
for higher living standards have eroded the traditional reservations of females seeking
paid employment outside the home.
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Finally, the implementation of the New Economic Policy. The two main objectives of
this policy, that is, to eradicate poverty and to restructure Malaysian society, have
facilitated greater social and spatial mobility and the transition from rural to urbanbased activities, from unpaid to paid employment.

The Malaysian female labour force is comparatively young. In 1990, of the total
female labour force of 2.3 million, nearly 30.5 per cent were aged under 25. Tables
4.1 to 4.2 and Figures 4.2 to 4.5 show the female LFPRs and age curves for Malaysia
and its three regions. The overall female LFPR age curves for Malaysia in 1970, 1980
and 1990 were very much influenced by the patterns of Peninsular Malaysia, since it
is the largest of the Malaysian regions.

The female LFPR of every quinary age group in Malaysia and Peninsular Malaysia
rose during the period 1957 to 90, with the exception of the youngest age group 10 to
14 and 15 to 19 ; for the latter, the LFPR decline reflects increased educational
opportunities with socio-economic development. The rise in female LFPRs in the age
group 20 and over is largely due to the combined impact of three effects. The better
educational opportunities for females increased their employability in the urbanindustrial setting and changed their expectations and views towards paid employment;
the "additional worker" effect also operated as high unemployment of males in the
led to the labour market entry of women to supplement family incomes; and the
1960s
rapidly growing job opportunities in the textiles, garments and electronics industries
also impacted on these figures.
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The second salient feature of Malaysia and Peninsular Malaysia is that the female
LFPR age curves for all three census periods are bi-modal or M-shaped. The 1957
age curve has two small peaks (see Figure 4.2 and 4.3):
a low first peak at age group 20 to 24
a second higher peak at age group 45 to 49; the higher female LFPRs in the
older age groups are typical of agrarian economies. The 1970 age curve shows a
more pronounced first peak at age group 20 to 24, exceeding the second peak at
age group 45 to 49. The 1980 and 1990 age curve has pronounced sharp peak at
the age group 20 to 24, and a second lower peak at the age group 40 to 44. The
four age curves typify the transition from an agrarian to an industrialising
economy.
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Table 4.1 Labour force participation rate by sex and age group, Malaysia, 19571990

(percentage)

S

Malaysia
Age Group
1 1957 1970 1980
(in years)
Females
(10 and ove
32 ± 344 346
39.3 40.2
38.9
(15 and over)
6.5
9.1 5.4
10-14
34
34.61 33.5
15-19
52.8
54
0-24
1431
44.6 44.1
40
25-29
40.5 40.8
40.5
30-34
42.7 43.1
41.8
35-39
41.9 F43.8 44.2
40-44
41 .4 42.3
42.5
45-49
38.4
36.5 37.7
50-54
30.9__30.8 32.6
55-59
25 26.7
28.1
60-64
18.1
19
13.9
65+
Males
69.5 69.3
(10 and over) 66.3
81.8 82.2
(15 and over) 81 6
8.9
7.9
9.8
10-14
531 47.9 48.2
15-19
91.1 90.9
87.3
20-24
97.4 96.9
93.4
25-29
94.1
98 97.5
30-34
93.9 98.2
97.6
35-39
97.2
92.9 97.7
91.3 96.6
96.1
45-49
92.2
96.9 92.7
50-54
78.1
76.6 77.4
55-59
60-64
169.416 6.4 68.6
49.7
46.9 45.3
65+
_____

-

1990

42.2
27.6
57.7
51.4
49.3
48.3
49.6
49.6
42.4
32.5
26.6
42.2

77.1
40.2
83.2
95.1
97.1
97.8
97.2
96.6
92.6
71.4
61.4
77.1

Sources: Population Census Reports, 1957, 1970 and 1980, Kuala Lumpur.
For 1990, Year Book of Labour Statistics, 52nd Issue, 1993.

Table 4.2 Labour force participation rate by sex and age-group for Peninsular
Malaysia for 1957, 1970, 1980, 1985 and 1990, and Sarah and Sarawak for 1957,
1970.

Sabah

Peninsular Malaysia
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20-24
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39

5.4 H.
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431

50.2
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48.8i
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44.51
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44.9

49.41

552J

59.1

44.3

49

5771

583
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40.9
294

441
40.8
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31.6

40.51
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29308
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11.51
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12.9

30.6
2T7
+30.28 36.31

58.4
551
56.2

32.8
41.9

10 4211
43.8
E40,
35.3
40.7

21.3j.
51.81
547
53.5

1111.22

..

31.4
28.21
33•5
54158639
44.61 49.2 53.6

30.5
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.

7.4

30=34

45-49

1970

-T-
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10-14
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19701 1960

41.4
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47.3
48.5
50.4"
48.7
40
32
23j

39.3.
34..
446,
39 3

..

13.222A
..____

439

39

53.1

42.41

691

62.2

97.4190.2

42
98.61

98.8
98.__88.41
97.2,87.1
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98.6,
98.1,
961

80.8
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468
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..

..

..

393L
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15-19

9.6
60

10-14

9
52.34791

20-24

92.7

87.1

91.1

25-29
30-34

97.5
97.9

92.4
98

35-39

977

93.
94.4,
94

40-44
45-49
50-54

97.2
96.2
T3

93

97.7

91.51

96.61
92.71

5559
65+

1

4E

86.71

98.21

75j1 77.4
4T91
65.21
-

86.6'..

43.7144.1
90.71
89
98.1
98.81
98.9,
98.41
97.9

93.51
767t3

JI5i.1se.sJ

H.

91,
93.8
94.1,
93.9

93
927
887
äJ
53

70.9
936
97.8
98.4
98.3
978
97.1
95
gö.i
51.5

Source: Population and Housing Census data for 1957, 1970 and 1980. For 1985 and 1990, Year Book
of Labour Statistics, 52nd Issue, 1993.

In developed countries, the first peak is generally attributed to the tendency for
women to work after leaving school and prior to marriage and child-bearing. The
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secondary peak is due to their re-entry into the labour market after completion of their
child-bearing and child-rearing responsibilities. In Malaysia there is little evidence of
such a trend, particularly as there are limited employment opportunities for middleaged women in the urban sector. The bi-modal curve is the result of two separate
distributions imposed on one another, with the first peak strongly influenced by
younger women engaged in non-agricultural work, and the secondary peak
representing a group of older women working in the informal agricultural sector. The
bi-modal curve may thus typify a country in the early phase of industrialisation. As
the Malaysian economy becomes more industrialised, the first peak will become more
pronounced and the secondary peak may be expected to disappear or be replaced by
the phenomenon of re-entry of married females into the labour market.

The female LFPR age curves for Sabah and Sarawak in 1960 and 1970 are quite
different in configuration from that of Peninsular Malaysia. The overall LFPRs are
higher but have fewer variations. In Sabah the LFPRs are around 40 per cent for
females in the 20 to 54 age groups, while in Sarawak the corresponding LFPRs
exceed 50 per cent. These stable and high female LFPRs are more typical of agrarian
economies. By 1980, however, both the Sabah and Sarawak female LFPR age curves
began to depict a peak in the age group 20 to 24. Comparing the three regions in
1980, Peninsular Malaysia has the lowest female LFPR in the age group 10 to 19 and
the highest in the age group 20 to 24, the secondary peak is lower, and the subsequent
decline in LFPR more rapid. Comparing Sabah and Sarawak, the former has higher
female LFPR in the age group 10 to 19, a lower peak in the age group 20 to 24, and
lower LFPRs in subsequent age groups. The differences among the three regions

M
e

appear to reflect differences in their levels of development. A lower LFPR in the
youngest age group reflects the longer duration of education, a higher LFPR in the age
group 20 to 24 reflects the greater scope for paid employment in the modern formal
sector, and the lower LFPR in the older age groups reflect the conflict between wage
employment and home-making in a more urban-industrial society.

Changes in female labour participation in the transition from an agrarian to an
industrial economy are reflected in the female LFPRs by urban-rural residential status.
Females and males once had higher LFPRs in the rural than in the urban sector. The
increase in LFPRs between 1975 and 1990 is more dramatic for females than males.
Female participation rates have been declining over time in rural areas and increasing
in urban areas. In 1975 and 1980 rural participation rates exceeded urban for women,
whereas in 1984 and 1990 the reverse was true (see Table 4.4). While participation
rates for rural females have decreased, those for urban females have risen rapidly, in
line with the rapid industrialisation of the urban sector. Between 1975 and 1990,
female LFPRs in urban Malaysia rose from 41 per cent to 48 per cent and in rural
Malaysia from 48.4 per cent dropped to 45.3 percent. Participation rates of women
also have marked age patterns. Whereas in urban areas age-participation profiles are
single-peaked (women tend to work before they marry or have children, but then leave
the labour force), rural profiles are double-peaked (women whose children are older
return to the labour force). In rural areas women's work is more likely to be
compatible with household duties. In urban areas the stereotype is of young, single
women working in export industries or sales.
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Table 4.3 Participation rates and unemployment rates by sex and urban-rural
location, Malaysia, 1975-1990

Total______
Female
Male
Urban
Female
Male

Rural
Female
Male

1975
1980
jParticipationrates(%)

1984

45.8

1990

84.9

43.5
83.7

44.4
83.4

40.9
83.4

41.9
842

45.3
83.2

48.4
85.7

44.3
83.5

43.8
83.5

45.3
88.9

2.3
2

2.5
3.8

3.21
1.9

4
2.9

n

46.3
82.7

--

47.9
81.6

______

Unemployment rates
Total active

Female
le
Ma

Total

6.3
4.1

2.5
23

0.8
0.3

4.31
2.41

passive

Female
Male

Source: Yearbook of Labour Statistics, 1994.

S

Studies based on the advanced industrial countries have shown that the probability of
female participation in the labour force varies directly with marital status. Labour
force participation rates are high for young single women and even in the early years
of married life, but decline rapidly thereafter as child-bearing and child-rearing
responsibilities deter women from paid employment. In later years, with completion
of child-rearing responsibilities, a large proportion of married women re-enter the
labour market. The relationship between marital status and labour force participation
is found to be more pronounced in the urban-industrial setting than in the ruralagricultural setting, since the former involves a more distinct segregation of the work

65

place from the home. In the rural areas women commonly participate in the workforce as unpaid family workers on farms and in cottage industries, but in the urban
areas their place of work is largely factories, retail outlets and offices.

Figure 4.1 Female labour force participation rate by stratum by education level,
Peninsular Malaysia, 1980
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Source: Manjit Kaur, "Women in Eduction in Malaysia: Implications for Planning and Population
Dynamics", Figure 1, in Jamilah Ariffin, ed., Readings on Women and Development in Malaysia.
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Figure 4.2 Female labour force participation rates, Malaysia, 1957, 1970, 1980
and 1990
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Figure 4.3 Female labour force participation rates for Peninsular Malaysia 19571990
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Figure 4.4 Female labour force participation rates, Sabah, 1960 and 1970.
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Figure 4.5 Female labour force participation rates, Sarawak, 1960 and 1970
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4.2.2.2 The Structure of Female Employment

The process of economic development is usually associated not only with
employment expansion but also with changes in the structure of employment,
specifically employment status, sectoral/industrial distribution and occupational
distribution.

A great deal of literature, especially in the liberal feminist perspective and dependency
theory, complains about women's low wages, long working hours, poor working
conditions, and frequent layoffs in recession times. As structural advancements alone
are inadequate to describe women's status in the labour market, I will also examine
the effects of these advancements, including employment status of females, and
sexual division of labour and female earnings.

Economic development is associated with a shift from traditional to modern sector
activities. The modern sector is characterised by the production of goods and services
for the market, as well as by formal working relationships not governed by family or
kinship ties. In contrast the traditional sector is typified by subsistence farming,
handicrafts and informal, unorganised services which are predominantly family or
household enterprises. Employment expansion and structural change in Malaysia has
had more impact on female labour than on male labour, reflected in the industrial
distribution of the work-force and the female growth in manufacturing employment,
which will be explored in the next section.
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The Malaysian labour force grew at an annual rate of nearly 3.1 per cent during the
period 1986 to 1990 in response to past population growth and changing labour force
participation rates. As there was no significant change in the unemployment rate
during this period, the growth in employment corresponds closely to the growth in
labour force. In 1960 the distribution of the employed labour force showed the
importance of agricultural activities in the Malaysian economy

--

there were 63 per

cent in agriculture, 12 per cent in industry and 25 per cent in services. By 1990,
substantial structural shifts had occurred and employment in agriculture dropped to
26.6 per cent, while employment in industry and services rose to 26.2 per cent and
47.2 per cent respectively.

Female Employment by Sector and Industry

The modernisation theory of development assumes an evolutionary sectoral shift in
economic structure as industrialisation proceeds: industrialisation transforms the
labour force from the primary sector to the secondary sector and then to the tertiary
sector. With advanced economic development, the tertiary sector employs the
majority of the labour force due to the expansion of trade, transportation, and social
services. On the other hand, the dependency perspective argues that external
constraints affect industrial shifts in developing countries: economic penetration by
foreign capital distorts the evolution of industrial transformation and results in an
unusual growth of the tertiary. Studies in the dependency tradition suggest that
foreign penetration which is often accompanied by capital-intensive techniques makes
the secondary sector unable to absorb the work force released from the agricultural
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sector. Evans and Timberlake argue that the absence of expanding employment
opportunities in the secondary sector leads to "hypertrophy of the tertiary."93

The female labour force in Malaysia before 1990 was predominantly concentrated in
the agricultural sector but the proportion is declining rapidly. Of the experienced
female labour force (working and unemployed with previous work experience) of 4
million in Malaysia in 1990, 25 per cent were in the primary sector, 27 per cent in the
secondary, and 47 per cent in the tertiary sectors. In the primary sector, the women
were found primarily in agriculture, with negligible presence in mining and quarrying.
The higher concentration of women in agriculture may be attributed to the greater ease
of entry in terms of educational requirements, and the ease of combining employment
and home-making. However, the rural women's participation in agriculture is
generally ignored. Much of their work is in the form of unpaid labour and thus not
considered as economic activity.

In the non-agricultural sectors, women were found largely in community, social and
personal services, manufacturing and commerce. There has been a steady increase in
the proportion of females in manufacturing.

Significant differences characterised the sectoral distribution of workers by sex in
Malaysia. As compared to the male distribution, a higher proportion of females was
concentrated in manufacturing, whole-sale, retail and community service. In contrast,
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Peter Evans and Michael Timberlake, "Dependence, Inequality, and the Growth of the Tertiary: A
Comparative Analysis of Less Developed Countries," American Sociological Review, 45 (1980), p.533.

72

females were severely under-represented, relative to their share of total employment,
in mining and quarrying, construction, utilities, and, transport, storage and
communication, which are predominantly male sectors.

Data from the population censuses available for Malaysia for 1957, 1970, 1980 and
1990 show that the structural transformation of the economy has resulted in the
dramatic change in the industrial distribution of the female work-force, more so than

S

in the case of males. In 1957 an overwhelming 77 percent of females were employed
n the agricultural sector, followed by 12 per cent in the services. By 1990, the share

i

of agriculture had declined to 25.3 per cent while the share of services had risen to
22.1 per cent and the share of manufacturing to 26.8 per cent (from 4 per cent).94 (see
Table 4.4) The significant decrease in the agricultural sector can be attributed to the
fast expansion of the manufacturing and service sectors' activities following the
implementation of the development plans in the 1970s.
These figures also support the
dependency argument of an unusual growth of the tertiary industry.

O

94

Data for 1957 comes from Population Census Report, in Shamsulbahriah Ku Ahmad, "Stratification
and occupational gender segmentation in the labour force", Table 7a in Jamilah Ariffin, ed., Readings
on Women and Development in Malaysia.
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Table 4.4 Distribution of experienced labour force aged 10 years and over by
industry and sex, 1970-1995
(Percentage)
Industry
]
Primarysector_
Agriculture & fishing

Mining & quarrying

fl

Males
Females
'Difference(Males-females)
1970 1 1980 1990, 19701980, 1990
1970 1
1980
1990
389
272
686
496
L51_9'
255L
49.6
37.5 26.4
671 J 49.3__25.3
18.3
11.8
1.1
2.3
1.4
0.8
0.7 1
0.3
0.2
1.6
1.1
0.6

Secondarysector:
Manufacturing
Construction

12.4
9.3 1
3.1

18.2
11.8
6.4

25.5
16.2
9.3

8.6
8.1
0.5

Tertiary sector
Utilities
Whole sale, retail
Transport & commu-

35.7
1
11.61
51

42.9 1, 47.4
0.2
1
13.1 17.7
51
6.2

18.1

1.9 1
22.7

17.327.61.
16.3 26.8
1
0.8

1.2
2.6

4.51
5.4 1

22.8
0.1
5.8
0.5

33.1
47
0.1
0.2
11.21 19.2
0.7
1.5

0.9
5.8
4.5

0.1
1.9
4.3

0.8
1.5
4.7

3.8
18.7

16.4

1.6
4
19.522.1

0.31
3.2

0.2
3.4

100100

100

100100

-

10.6
8.5

nication

Finance, insurance
Community, social
& person al services
Total
Dissimilarity index

..

100
-

I

-

..
-

1.7

18.3f

±
16.3

Sources: Population Census Reports, 1957, 1970 and 1980, Kuala Lumpur.

The index of dissimilarity for industrial distribution by gender declined from 24 in
95

1957 to 15.7 in 1990 largely as a result of the faster decline in the proportion of
women in agriculture. The growing female labour participation in the economy is
reflected in the growing proportion of women to total employment found in every
industrial sector except mining, quarrying and construction. In 1957, of the total
employment in manufacturing, only 17 per cent were women; by 1990 the female

95

.

ibid.
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15.7

share had risen to 47.6 per cent.96 Similarly, the female share in wholesale and retail
rose from 0 to 19.2 and community service from 11.6 per cent to 40 per cent

.

The

female share in agriculture rose at a slower pace, from 32 per cent to 34.5 per cent.
Construction, utilities, and transportation, storage and communication remained
strongly male dominated sectors, with female shares of less than 10 per cent.

Although the proportion of women in agriculture declined drastically between 1957
and 1990, absolute employment in the sector increased from 401,000 in 1957 to
599,800 in 1990. The sharp decline in proportion and the small growth in number of
females employed in agriculture may be attributed to the growing mechanisation and
modernisation of agriculture, which has reduced the scope of women's traditional
activities in the agricultural sector. The accelerating rural-urban migration, and the
increased opportunities for female employment in other sectors of the economy also
affects this area. Rural development programmes and subsequent agricultural
mechanisation have reduced poverty but at the same time they have brought about a
significant reduction in labour utilisation both for men and women. Yet it was the
97
women who have been more adversely affected.
Their labour have been largely
displaced by modern technology and in some cases replaced by men while women
have been receding into their domestic sphere, becoming full-time housewives. This
has become an indirect outcome of past agricultural development policies.
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Yearbook ofLabour Statistics, 55th Issue, 1996.
Cecelia Ng, "Impact of Agricultural development on Rural Women: From Producer to Housewife?"
Paper presented at the Colloquium on women and Development Implications for Planning and
Population Dynamics, University of Malaya, January 1989, p. 14. In Women and Development in
Malaysia, ed. Jamilah Ariffm, p. 39.
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The female employment concentration in non-agricultural activities has increased,
being particularly evident in manufacturing. In 1957, manufacturing employed only
4 per cent of the female work-force, but this proportion rose to 19 per cent by 1980
and to 27 in 1990. During the period 1957 to 80 the female work-force in
manufacturing increased by 161,280; during the 1980s it increased by another
396,580. The rate of growth in manufacturing employment has been much faster for
females than for males.

is

In 1990, industries employing the largest number of females included electrical
machinery apparatus (mainly electronics) with 163,807, garments with 55,118, rubber
with 29,681, food with 25,492, wood with 22,564, and textiles with 21,693. Malay
females were concentrated in electrical machinery, which absorbed those engaged in
manufacturing, followed by textiles and food manufacturing. As the electronics
industry was established mainly during the 1970s, it was the major source of new
employment opportunities for females in the manufacturing sector.

[I

The large-scale migration of Malay women into the urban areas for employment
particularly in manufacturing was an outstanding labour market phenomena in the
1970s. During that period the supply of educated, young, single, women in the labour
market co-existed with the demands of "off-shore" sourcing activities of the
multinational national companies (MNCs). At about the same time, the New
Economic Policy was implemented, thus encouraging the urban-ward migration of
young rural Malay women and their integration into the manufacturing sector's labour
force. The government also played a role in obtaining rural female labour from the
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villages for multinational companies, as a critical aspect of the NEP is the
encouragement given to Malay males and females to participate increasingly in the
modern urban economy.

Traditionally, in peasant society young Malay women were found largely in the rural
areas, were less educated than the males, and were confined either to the home and
domestic chores until marriage (or to work as unpaid family workers). Custom, poor
education and skills, and lack of appropriate job opportunities discouraged their
participation in the urban labour market. However, the prospects of employment in
the agricultural sector were limited, and the introduction of labour-saving techniques
led to further restrictions on job opportunities. Meanwhile, educational opportunities
expanded. For the majority of these young women, their educational attainment has
rendered them too educated for traditional agricultural jobs but not educated enough
for the white collar jobs in government and commerce. The ready availability of
assembly-line jobs in textiles, garments and electronics factories in urban areas and
export processing zones coupled with the gradual erosion of tradition has led to
increasing numbers of young Malay women migrating from the rural areas to seek
urban industrial employment.

The volume of Malay female rural-to-urban migration and the working conditions in
the factories has given rise to growing concern in some sectors of society over the
social consequences of the phenomenon98. For the young women the transformation
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Hing, A.Y., 1984, "Women and work in West Malaysia," Journal of Contemporary Asia, 14 (2):
204-18.
Jamilah, M.A., 1982, "Industrialisation, female labour migration and the changing pattern of Malay
women's labour force participation," Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, 19 (4): 412-25.
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in their lives has been dramatic. Their movement to the urban setting and their
economic independence has removed them from traditional family supervision and
control, sometimes with negative personal and social consequences. But in many
cases they have also become important contributors to the family income, which has
resulted in improved family living standards and changes in their own economic and
social status.

Female Occupational Structure

Table 4.5 compares the occupation distribution of the female and male labour force in
Malaysia during 1957 to 1990. The largest group women were in the agricultural and
fishery occupation group. Less than 1 per cent of the female labour force were in the

.

administrative and managerial occupational group. Compared to men, women were
over-represented in the professional and technical, clerical and related areas, and
agricultural and fishery occupational groups, but under-represented in the
administrative and managerial, sales and production and related occupational groups.

As expected, rural women were concentrated in the agricultural and fishery
occupational group, followed by the production and related occupation group. Urban
females show a more diversified occupational structure than their rural counterparts,
with the largest concentrations in the production and related, clerical and related,
service and professional and technical occupational groups. However, in none of the
occupational groups did women account for the majority of workers. The largest
share of females were in the clerical, professional and technical occupational groups
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and the lowest share was in the administrative and managerial occupational group.
The dissimilarity index for occupational distribution by sex was higher in the urban
(19) than in the rural areas (14). (see Table 4.7)

Table 4.5 Distribution of experienced labour force aged 10 years and over by
occupation and sex, Malaysia, 1957, 1970, 1980 and 1990

(Percentage)

Difference
I
- r(malesfemales)
1957H97O, 1980F 1990 1957 1970 1980 1990 1957' 1970 1980' 1990
4.5
6.2 6.4 3.5 5.2 8.3 10.8 0.6 0.7 2.1 4.4
9
Males

Occupation
T
ProfesonaI, technical and related
workers
I
Administrative and 1
rnanageal worker
cler1caI and reiated

Females

I

1.5

1

3.6

5.3

Sales workers
10.3
9.1
Service workers
r0.2
Agricultural and
forestryworkers
fishermen,_hunters
p221
Production and

10.3
8.1
43.9

1.4

3

0.1

0.1'

0.3

0.8

1.4,1

0.9

1.1

2.2

7

1.4

4.2

32

4.9 7.1 11.4 6.9 5.4
8.6L8.6 14.8- t8j0.5T
50
38 26.6 26.3 6.1

3.4
0.2
7.2

_

•4

-

workers

40

-

related

10.5
12 3.4
8.8
10 7.3
30.8 26.8 76.5
____

239298 347

____

78

I

---------

11 1- 6r
,

LI

-

0.6
4.8
0.2
-

26 1431 1291 112

87

i5,

transport equipment

I

operators

Occupalions

03

3

58

0

100

100i

100

100

04

82

82

0

01

521 24

0

undefined

1tl
biiniiattyinex
- -

'

-

1001 1001 ioJ 100

-

-
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-

27.11 6.6115.9 12.1

Sources: Population census reports, 1957, 1970 and 1980, Kuala Lumpur.
For 1990, Year Book ofLabour Statistics, 52nd Issue, 1993.
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While women had a disproportionately large share in the professional and technical
occupational group, as compared to the overall female share of the total labour force,
they show sharp intraoccupational group variations Females were over-represented
only in the following occupations: medical, veterinary and related occupations,
statisticians, systems analysts and related technicians, teachers, and composers and
performing artists. Teaching and nursing alone accounted for over 80 per cent of
females in the professional and technical occupational group. In the administrative
and managerial occupational group, women were more strongly represented in
management than in government and public administration.99

In the clerical, sales, service, agricultural and production and related occupational
groups, women were severely under-represented in the high level managerial and
supervisory positions but over-represented in the lower end of the occupational
hierarchy. While men dominate as clerical supervisors, government executive
officials, and transport and communication supervisors, women dominate occupations
such as typists, stenographers, card punch operators, bookkeepers, cashiers,
computing machine operators and telegraph and telephone operators. In the sale and
service occupational groups, men are more likely to be commercial managers and
catering and lodging managers, while women are more likely to be maids, cleaners,
laundry women and hairdressers. In the agricultural and fishery occupational group,
men are usually plantation managers and supervisors, while women are farmers and
agricultural workers. In the production and related occupational group, there were
wide variations in the degree of female representation. As with other occupational

99

Jamilah Ariffin, 1992.
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groups, males dominate as production supervisors and foremen, but also as miners
and quarrymen, craftsmen, metal workers, construction workers, and transport
equipment operators. Females were usually textile workers.

Change in the occupational structure of females in Malaysia from 1957 to 1990, is
shown in Table 4.5. In 1957, an overwhelming 77 per cent of females were engaged
in agricultural work, followed by production and related (8 per cent) and service (7
per cent) occupations. By 1990, the relative importance of the agricultural
occupational group had decreased to 27 per cent. In contrast, all other occupation
groups increased their shares, reflecting the rapid expansion of non-agricultural
activities in the economy. The sharp growth in white collar jobs also reflects the
rising educational attainment of the female work-force. The dissimilarity index
showing differential occupational concentration by sex declined sharply from 27 in
1957 to 12 in 1990, largely as a result of the declining female role in agriculture.

With the numbers of female workers growing at a faster pace than male workers,
many occupations inevitably become "feminised" over time. The most obvious is the
clerical occupational group, where the female share of employment rose from a mere
7 per cent in 1957 to 44 per cent by 1980 and 54 per cent by 1990, with many
occupations in the group having an overwhelming proportion of females. In the
administrative and managerial group, females still account for only 9 per cent of the
work-force, albeit a sharp improvement over the 2 per cent share in 1957.
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Employment status of females
Many studies have characterised the female labour force as a "reserve army of labour"
that is available to be drawn into the labour market when necessary and withdrawn to
the private sphere when unemployment rises.100

Table 4.6 Employment distribution of women, and percentage of workers who
are female, by employment status, Malaysia, 1957-1990

10

.

1957-1960

1980

19871

1990

Employment distribution of women
by status (%)
Empyee
453
496
59.61
21.1
24.6
Self-employed/employer
16.8
33.4
UnpdfamHyworker
16.51
23.6
0.2
Notwell_defined
9.3
0

645
14.9
14
6.6

% of workers who are female
23.6T
30.7
Employee
33.7
Self-employed/employer 1
28.8
24.5
161
Unpaid family worker
63.1
54.3
63.4
Notwell defined
48.1
0
21.3L

36.7
24.6
63.7
29

-

Total

26.5

33.7

35.4

35.6

Sources: Population Census Reports, 1957, 1980 and 1980.
For 1987 and 1990, Year Book ofLabour Statistics, 52nd Issue, 1993.
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Heleieth Saffioti, Women in Class Society, (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1978); Veronica
Beechey, "Some notes on female wage labour in capitalist mode of production," Unequal Work (New
York: Verso, 1987), p.66; Marilyn Power, "From home production to wage labour: women as a RAL,"
Review of Radical Political Economics, 15:1 (Spring 1983).
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Employment status is classified into four categories: employees, employers, own
account workers and unpaid family workers. The extent of wage employment may be
used as a proxy for modern sector development. In the advanced industrial countries,
a high proportion of the labour force consists of employees and only a small
proportion of unpaid family workers. In developing countries, there is usually a
higher proportion of own account workers and unpaid family workers, particularly in
the agricultural sector and among females.

An examination of employed women by status of workers in Malaysia shows that
wage employment has risen and the proportion of unpaid family workers and own
account workers has declined over the last two decades, while wage workers have
increased. In 1990, of the total work-force in Malaysia, 62 per cent were employees,
28 per cent own account workers, 7 per cent were unpaid family workers, and 3 per
cent employers. Among the females, there were 64.5 per cent employees, 14.9 per
cent own account workers, and 14 per cent unpaid family workers (see Table 4.6).
Although women formed only 36 per cent of the total work-force, they accounted for
over half of the unpaid family workers. Unpaid family workers and own account
workers were more prevalent in rural than urban area; they accounted for 54 per cent
of the rural female work-force as compared with only 17 per cent of the urban female
work-force. Female unpaid family workers formed a higher proportion of the female
work-force in less developed Sabah and Sarawak than in more developed Peninsular
Malaysia. However, in all these regions, the process of urbanisation and
industrialisation has shifted an increasing proportion of the female work-force out of

83

their status as unpaid family workers and own account workers into wage
employment.

As the majority of women employees become wage workers, the degree of their
employment stability may serve as a measure of women's economic status in the
labour market. Whether female labour is more sensitive than male to economic
fluctuations is indicated by rates of stable employment. The rates for women have
steadily increased, from 38.9 per cent to 42.2 per cent over the last three decades,
whereas men's rates have decreased from 81.6 per cent to 77.1 per cent during that
time (see Table 4.1).

It is clear that the industrialisation strategy in Malaysia has brought about rapid
structural changes in the female labour force over the last three decades. In the
distribution of the work force among industries, it has resulted in a massive influx of
women into the secondary industrial sector being predominantly labour-intensive
export industries. Also experienced has been a dramatic surge of the female labour
force in the tertiary sector, which was more responsible than its male counterpart for
the unusual growth of this sector, and the decreasing share of women in the drastically
shrunk primary sector. Malaysia's industrialisation strategy has also diversified the
occupational distribution of women in the labour force: a surge in the numbers of
women in production work in the 1960s and 1970s, and then in the in the clerical
sector in the 1970s and 1980s has resulted. The participation of women in service and
professional sectors also increased in the 1980s.
The industrialisation has enhanced
educational opportunities for women, reducing the proportion of teenage women
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workers in the labour force. Many of these changes are indeed the positive effects of
industrialisation expected by the modernisation theorists: an increase in female
employment, a transition of women in the labour force from production work to
white-collar clerical work, an increase in the professional sector, and more
opportunities for older women.

4.2.2.3 Female Earnings in Peninsular Malaysia

Published data on earnings and wage rates is very limited in Malaysia. Such data
usually does not make the distinction between males and females. Official policy
does not discriminate against women in employment, either in terms of recruitment or
in wages and salaries paid. However, due to a variety of factors, (including employer
discrimination), female earnings tend to fall below that of males. The extent of the
earnings differential between males and females provides one indicator of the
economic status of women.

10

The Occupational Wage Surveys conducted by the Ministry of Labour for the years
1974, 1977 and 1980 provide some information on earnings and wage rates in selected
industries for selected occupations by gender. For occupations in which both men and
women are fairly well represented, an earnings differential index is computed and
shown in Table 4.7. The table shows that of the combined industries, the average
monthly earnings and monthly rates of women were lower than that for men. The
gender differential in favour of males was greatest in occupations such as lorry
attendant, labourer, and professional accountant, and smallest in occupations such as
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general bookkeeping and bookkeeping clerk. Female private secretaires, however,
generally had an earnings edge over their male counterparts. Data on fairly
homogeneous categories of production workers in the textiles and electronics
industries (see Table 4.8) where women tend to predominate, also show that generally
women receive lower average monthly earnings than men. The gender differential in
favour of males was most pronounced in the foreman and supervisory category. Thus
earnings differentials widen as women ascend the occupational pyramid.

In the absence of comprehensive data on wages, differentials in earnings by gender
must be inferred from the occupational concentrations of the two genders and their
relative education attainment. It has been demonstrated that occupational segregation
exists and women tend to be in the lower end of occupational hierarchies, in relatively
low paying jobs, and in jobs which offer limited prospects of career advancement. As
in other countries, Malaysian women as a group tend to be more poorly paid than
men. In the absence of a stronger data base, one can only speculate on the
determinants of the earnings differential and seek explanations from a wide range of
theories.
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Table 4.7 Average earnings and ratios of earnings of males and females in
selected occupations, Peninsular Malysia, 1974, 1977 and 1990

Average monthly earnings (a) Average monthly rates (b)
Males
Females 7F/M ratio Males
Females F/M ratio
(Percent) M$
M$
M$
M$
Per cent)
1974

-

77.65
107.69
77.88
87.19
77.91

1242
543
270'
463
172

1000
583
215
365
145

80.52
107.37
79.63
78.83
84.3

General chemist
1414
1432
101.27
618
723
Pnvate_secretary
116.99
Office clerk
322
359
111.49
Gneral foreman
498'278
55.82
_
Labourer
294125
42.52
Laboratorytechnician
421 _299
71.2
Industry efficiency
engineer
1200
80.16
J 14I
Professional accuontant
1760750
42.61
other_manager 19871
1175j
59.13
Generalbookkeeper
532 _ 52L 98.12
Bookkeeping clerk
399
332
83.21
Typist
572,
288
50.35
Watchman
260
179
68.85
Pnt maintenance
37
189
51.5
mechanic
Carpenter
271
124
45.76
Lorry attendant
329
1351
41.03

1344
588
276j
437
192
354

1366
695
322
270
146
244

101.64
1182
116.67
61.78
76.04
68.93

1456

1200

82.42

1690
F
19171
496
338
480
191

7501
1075,
427
286
251
133
289

44.38
56.08
86.09
84.62
52.29
69.63
86.53

General chemist
Lvate secretary
Office clerk
Gneral foreman
Labourer

1320
559L
3301
5311
163

-

1025
602
257
463
127

-

1977

-

______

,

P
i

-

334L
281

..

-

1980
Generalchemist
1619
1507
Office clerk
455
374
General foreman
596.
379
Labourer
265
185
Bookkeeping clerk
516441
________

____

--.-

General Chemist
Officeclerk
General foreman
Labourer
Bookkeping clerk

26451
722
__1000
365
7101

1927
684
980
355
710

9308
82.2
63.59
69.81
85.47

1567
404
520
241
461

1495
3071
351
____

357

9541
75.99
67.5
77.18
77.44

72.85
94.87
94..87'f
97
100
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Source: Ministry of Labour and Manpower, Occupational Wage Surveys, Peninsular Malaysia, 1974,
1977, 1980, 1983 Kuala Lumpur.

I01

Average monthly earnings refer to total monthly cash payments, including overtime pay, payment
for public holidays and other paid leave, shift differential and cost of living allowance, but excluding
payments in kind and year-end bonuses.
Average monthly rates include only the basic rate relating to normal hours of work.

I

'°'

Shamsulbahriah Ku Ahmad, "Stratification and Occupational Gender segmentation in the Labour
Force," in Jamilah Ariffin ed., Readings on Women and Development in Malaysia, Kuala Lumpur:
University of Malaya, 1994.
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Table 4.8 Average Earnings and Ratios of Earnings of Males and Females in
Selected Production Occupations in Textiles and Electronics, Peninsular
Malaysia, 1974, 1977 and 1980

Female/male ratio
of average monthly
earnings (a)
1974
1977
Textiles Industry
General foreman!
66.2
supervisor
Fibre carder
82.51
Fibre rover
88.5
Spinner
85.6
Winder
76.8
Loom, Threader
86.2
Ckth weaver
83.11
Fabrics reparier
92.7
Cloth doubling
81.5
Other weaver
86.1
Knitting machine_91.6

-

Female/male ratio
of average monthly
,rates(b)
1980
1974
19771

____________________
56.2
69.7
67.8
I
I
105.2

853
66.8
100
82.4
91.3

95.6
87
101.7
80.3
93.5
74.7..
85.2
92.1
921..
74.5.

69.8
82.3
66.31

73.6
93
101.1

84.j
80.5
80.4
100.8

..

..

..

51

1980

62.4

-

..

-

69.2

38.4
992
58.3
81.8
56.5
10J78
90.1
86.9

..

..
..

103

operator

Textile bleacher
Fabrics dyer
General sewer
Swng machine
operator
hand packer
Textile printer

..

75
..

..

..

..
-

63.7

..

..

..

59.1
..
-

70
105.1

..

Electronics industry
General foreman!

55.5

64.3

62.1

79.8

71.2

90.3..

57.7

62JJ

62.9

62.1
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supervisor
__________

Quality control

--

-

--

inspector
_____-

Material handler
Production operator

______

87
..

88.1

103.H_______
9741..

126
78.7

-

-

117.2
.2
90.2

Source: Ministry or Labour and Manpower, Occupational Wage Surveys, Peninsular Malaysia, 1974,
1977, 1980, Kuala Lumpur.
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Average monthly earnings refer to total monthly cash payments, including overtime pay, payment
for public holidays and other paid leave, shift differential and cost of living allowance, but excluding
payments in kid and year-end bonuses.
Average monthly rates include only the basic rate relating to normal hours of work.

4.3 Summary of and Implications from Malaysia Experience

The evolution of Malaysian female labour force participation has occurred in different
phases following structural changes in the economy of the country. The restructuring
due to economic development has brought about a major shift in labour from the
primary-agricultural sector to the secondary-industrialised sector. This has caused
the growing emergence of female labour in non-agricultural sectors. Sectors such as
manufacturing and services have grown rapidly, absorbing an ever-increasing number
of women workers. Expansion in educational and employment opportunities has
enhanced the labour force participation of women. This has not, however, been an
unmixed blessing. It has not reduced women's household workload to any great
extent. Most women workers are, therefore, bearing the double burden of wage work
and housework. Role differentiation has not undergone any fundamental change
either, but is instead reinforced by the segregation of jobs by gender. In particular,
men still hold most managerial and supervisory positions. Much of this may be the
result of legacies from the past. While women have achieved educational parity, they
still lag behind in training and employment experience. Employers, male colleagues

and women workers themselves are still conditioned by past social customs and
prejudices regarding the role and status of women in society and in the labour market.
The present policy of the Malaysian government is aimed toward assisting women to
reduce the conflict between home and job, and to enable a higher proportion of
women to enter the labour force to seek remunerative and satisfying employment, not
only for the benefit of women themseif, but for the households they represent, and for
the economy and society at large.

S

While factors such as improved educational qualifications, later age of marriage, and
greater social acceptance of women in wage labour have contributed to the increased
rate of female participation, it cannot be denied that such a high level of participation
actually reflects certain peculiarities of the Malaysian industrial structure.

Firstly, most manufacturing industries are labour intensive, export-oriented
enterprises. Women are employed in textile, garment, electronics and foodprocessing industries or those industries which require certain characteristics that are
classified as 'feminie'. In order to attract foreign capital, the Malaysian government,
in an investment brochure, has made this claim:

'The manual dexterity of the Oriental female is famous the world over. Her hands are small and
she works with extreme care. Who, therefore, could be better qualified by nature and
inheritance to contribute to the efficiency of a production line than the Oriental girl?'
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Jamilah Ariffin, 1992.

,J1

Secondly, women's employment in such industries represents the exploitation of
cheap labour where women are paid near-subsistence wages only. They work mainly
as operatives or semi-skilled workers and are given virtually no training. Indeed, it
appears that the 'feminisation' of poverty will soon become an everyday reality for
growing numbers of women and their dependent children.

Thirdly, most of the industrial investment in Malaysia is dominated by foreign capital

S

which is attracted to the region by the availability of cheap labour.

Finally although the government's intention is to create an industrial labour force in
both urban and rural areas, women factory workers as a group are both fluid and
heterogeneous. They do not have a specific class consciousness and since they do not
have collective means to channel their grievances, they express their anger and
dissatisfaction through cultural strategies or protest.

Because the present form of export-oriented industrialisation is subjected to the
vicissitudes of world demands as demonstrated by the semi-conductor industry in
1974 and 1984 when as a consequence, several thousands of workers were retrenched,
the Malaysian government has started to adopt various structural adjustment
measures. The industrial policy trend today is towards "industrial deepening" with
the growing importance of heavy and resource based industries. In line with the
endeavour to achieve the status of a "Newly Industrialised Country" the government
is encouraging the entry of higher-technology industries into Malaysia, especially
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those with higher value-added content and greater forward and backward effects and
linkages with the local economy.'°3

The implications of these changes are:
the process of industrial restructuring requiring more technically trained and skilled
workers.
the change in industrial strategy from export-oriented industrialisation dependent
on female labour intensive industries to a more broad based and diversified
industrialisation.

Two sets of implications can be observed at the present time:

Firstly, in several existing industries, due to the upgrading of the production process,
the women workers in these factories will either have to adapt to the changing
situation by learning to handle more automated machines or be made redundant. Due
to the more capita.-intensive and automated structure, less workers will be needed in
I

each production-line. Under these new circumstances women workers will face the
constant threat of retrenchment due to displacement by new technological upgrading
as well as the usual vagaries in the world market.

Secondly, taking the industrial sector as a whole, where the trend now is for the entry
of higher-technology industries requiring more skilled, technically trained workers,
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Annuar Au, "Industrial Restructuring: Beyond the Industrial Master Plan." Paper presented at the
MIER 1988 National Outlook Conference, November, 1988, in Readings on Women and Development
in Malaysia, ed. by Jamilah Ariffin, University of Malaya, Kuala Lumpur, 1994.

93

the implications in terms ofjob opportunities open to women are not as favourable as
before. This is because unlike in the past when the nature of the production process
favoured women workers, now the machines can be handled by men. When
previously the industries located in "off-shore sourcing" areas were mainly labour
intensive, hence requiring a large supply of workers, now the trend is for more capitalintensive industry requiring less workers, hence providing less opportunities for
unskilled women job-seekers. Under the prevailing circumstances, most of the new
positions in the higher technology industries are being filled by men.

11

I
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5.1 Conclusion

In China, the argument that the employment of women is less cost-effective' than the
employment of men is growing in attractiveness. Evidence is accumulating that
women are indeed losing their hold on relatively advantaged positions in some statesector work-units, for example through transfer to jobs requiring fewer skills and
carrying less rewards. Traditional attitudes about the inferiority of women that had
been partially repressed have resurfaced with the economic reforms as traditional
institutions receive more prominence. The Chinese women are now facing the
mounting pressure resulting from the economic reform, which is so important to
China's future in a fast developing world.

In the case of Malaysia, modernisation theory was confirmed in the quantitative and
structural advancements of the women's labour force. Increased female participation
in the economy with development does not necessarily imply gender equality in the
work place or in earnings, as shown by data on occupations and wages. Data on
gender differentials in earnings also do not show a specific pattern with levels of
development. Women earn only a fraction of men's wages. The subordination and
marginalisation of women continues, thus, the marginalisation thesis advocated by
liberal and radical feminists is reflected in Malaysian women's low economic status.
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In contrast with the liberal feminists' theory, however, the Malaysian case shows that
women are thoroughly integrated into the development process. The radical feminists
argue that, despite women's integration into the modernisation process, gender
subordination persists in Malaysia. The present study argues that the experience of
the last three decades of industrialisation in Malaysia conforms to the modernisation
perspective in that there have been some positive structural changes for the female
labour force. At the same time, it confirms the marginalisation thesis of the liberal
and radical feminists in terms of the status of women in the labour market. Neither
the modernisation nor the feminist perspective explains entirely the effects on the
women's labour force of industrialisation in Malaysia.

It is noted that data from around the world shows that private returns to investments in
education are the same for women as for men and may even be marginally higher.

04

More importantly, social returns (that is, total benefits to society) to investments in
women's education and health are significantly greater than for similar investment in
men, largely because of the strong correlation between women's education, health,
and nutritional status, and the education, health, and productivity of future
generations.'°5 Policies for reducing gender inequalities are therefore essential for
improving the well-being of all member of society.

104
105

Toward Gender Equality: the Role of Public Policy, published by World Bank in 1995.
ibid.
.
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5.2 Policy Proposals

--

Towards Equality

Many options for future policies exist for China. This section presents some general
precepts for formation of policies designed at improving Chinese women's economic
status, as well as some suggestions for additional details of specific policies.

Learning from others, like Malaysia and from the past. While it is
beneficial to come up with new policy options, the innovative policymaker need
not neglect existing options that are or have been in use, though not necessarily
widespread. One can consider examples from other countries of apparently
successful policies, as well as consider lessons from the past.
Consideration of new demographic trends. Policymakers need to be aware
of demographic changes within societies and attempt to create policies that respond to
these changes and are flexible enough to be open to further changes.
.

The need for new ideas and perspectives. The potential policymaker needs

to be open to new ideas and perspectives. Policymakers need broad training in a

S

variety of analytical approaches

--

including, of course, economics. One new

approach is to move away from broad-based programmes that affect all men and all
women towards programmes of more limited scope that target those most affected by
current social structures.
.

The need for a broader perspective

--

like transportation, housing,

workplaces, schools.
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In view of the above, the Chinese policy-makers can find much to be done to improve
women's lot in the labour force. It is also possible to provide some basic
recommendations:

Reconceptualize "work" so that it will encompass the actual participation of
women in all sectors of the economy, including unpaid labour in the domestic sphere.
Broader areas of education and training should be offered to young women,
especially those in the technical, business and management fields.

Gender-

stereotyping, even as it exists in the education curriculum, should be minimised as far
as possible.
Women's share in employment resources and sources of income should be
protected through legislation, that is the Government should institute joint property
,

rights and equal accessibility to land ownership.
Standard health and safety policies should be implemented more rigorously in
all sectors, especially in the labour-intensive plantation and manufacturing sectors
where work conditions are rather unfavourable.
Finally, the nation's development planners should include, as one of their
goals, women's development and their economic self-sufficiency.

In view of the newly emerging pattern of industrial restructuring, changing economic
development trends and various structural adjustment measure, there is now a need to
rethink the "women and development" strategies.
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Firstly, there is a urgent need to monitor the effects of industrial restructuring on
women workers in the manufacturing sector and to take appropriate steps to facilitate
retraining of the women within these industries so as to prevent the possibility of
dismissal and to help them adjust to the changing work situation. In this aspect,
detailed studies have to be done so as to gauge the type of appropriate retraining
required and to develop incentive schemes which can he provided to industrial
businesses willing to retrain workers.

Secondly, there is a need to ensure t at new female entrants into the job market are
already equipped with technical qualifications to fit into the new requirements of
higher technology industries. Earlier education and more on the job training is
obviously necessitated by the higher technical requirement in these industries.

These two strategies cited above are pertinent to "industrial restructuring" and entry of
women into higher-technology industries. The aim of "women and development"
strategies is to adapt to the changing economic situation and structural transformation,
as well as to make best use of the new facilities and opportunities made available by
structural adjustment measures.

5.3 A Vision for the 21st Century

What vision should inspire gender relations in the 21st century? Certainly, we should:

embraces full equality of opportunity between women and men as a
fundamental concept;
eliminates the prevailing disparities between men and women and creates
an enabling environment for the potential productivity and creativity of both genders;
promotes more sharing of work and experience between women and men in
the workplace as well as in the household;
regards women as essential agents of change and development and opens
many more doors to women to participate more equally in economic and political

10

.

opportunities;
puts people

--

both women and men

--

clearly at the center of all

development processes.

One of the biggest issues facing China in the 21st century is how to sustain Hong
Kong's prosperity after its handover and narrow the gap between mainland China and
Hong Kong. In the process of integration of these two systems and the further
economic restructuring in mainland China, whether women's economic status will get
improved requires much work to be done. Besides, this study did not explore the finer
details of the patterns of women's work and earnings. Important topics remain for
future research, such as the patterns of women's unemployment relative to men's, the
trend in part-time work (which has been such an important component of the recent
increase in women's participation), and how women switch occupations/industries
and change hours worked with the life cycle. The research gaps are greatest in work
on earnings, which preferably requires access to national survey data, and where
international data compilations such as the ILO Yearbook are least informative.
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Given the rapidity of change in women's role in society (due to rapid industrialisation
and demographic transition), it makes a particularly interesting region for further
study.
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Malaysia is a land of opportunities with abundant natural resources. Labour is costeffective and industrial land ample. Its infrastructure is well developed, and the
currency strong (US$1 = RM2.539)
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All these assets have been utilised by the

government to the nation's advantage as revealed in the steady rate of economic
growth and sound social and infrastructural development.

Located in the tropics, Malaysia straddles the South China Sea and measures 329,758
km2 It comprises three major territories, namely Peninsular Malaysia, Sabah, and
Sarawk. Peninsular Malaysia is at the tip of Southeast Asia while the states of Sabah
and Sarawak are on the island of Borneo. Malaysia is a rapidly developing nation,
governed as a parliamentary democracy with a constitutional monarchy. Latest
figures on its population estimate that it has approximately nineteen million people.
This figure comprises the indigenous people (i.e., the Malays, Ibans, Kadazans, Orang
Ash, etc.) who form about 50 per cent of the population, and those of migrant origin,
mainly Chinese and Indians, who first came to Peninsular Malaya as labourers,
artisans and businessmen during the British colonial period.

Guided by a free market economy, Malaysia has consistently registered impressive
growth rates over the last decade. This growth has largely been the result of
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The Malaysian currency is the ringgit. Exchange rate above is the average for the first half of June
1997.
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contributions from 3 key sectors: manufacturing, construction and services. The
manufacturing sector is the fastest growing sector contributing to 31.5% of the GDP
in 1994 and share of manufactured exports to total export earnings 77.5% in 1994.
Today, Malaysia is amongst the world's leading exporters of manufactured goods
such as semiconductors, room air-conditioners, rubber gloves, catheters and audiovisual equipment.
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Women's Organisation Offers Helping HandtQi
byXin Hua

China's largest women's organisation plans to help one million women escape
poverty by the year 2000, according to chairwoman.

The All-China Women's Federation's (ACWF) successful national campaign shows
women in rural areas how to earn additional income by learning production skills,
according to Chen Muhua, the ACWF's chairwoman.

during the past seven years ACWF branches have trained approximately 96 million
rural women in modern farming techniques. Three million female illiterates have
been taught to read and write each year during the campaign.

ACWF is supported by the State Council, China's highest governing body. A State
Council group responsible for economic development in poverty-stricken areas has
promised that women in such areas enjoy priority in obtaining government support.
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From Internet, http://www. china, or. cn/bjreview/may/96-20- 15. html
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About 800,00 job opportunities will be created for poor women in the next five years,
according the government's 19995-2000 Development Program for Chinese Women.
In addition, the program will train 10 million women in poor areas in at least one kind
of productions skill. One-third of China's women are illiterate, the vast majority of
them residing in rural areas.

China

is

108

Ensure women's full participation in economic development through a program
featuring wider areas of women's employment, more jobs for women, extensive
vOcational training, equitable remuneration, labour protection, social security, and a
higher level of socialisation of housework.

Eliminate illiteracy among young and middle-aged women and universalise nine-year
compulsory education by the year 2000

11

Reduce the drop-out rate among school-age girls and gradually increase the
proportion of women receiving secondary and higher education

Support and assist health care institutions for women and children both in rural and
urban areas
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From Internet, http://www.interaction.orglialcawlcommitichina.html
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Improve laws and regulations of the protection of the rights and interests of women
and launch a legal literacy campaign

Increase the participation of women in political life by organising training and
selection of female candidates and by actively creating conditions to improve the
quality of life of women officials so more can assume important posts

Improve women's institutions at all levels

Establish a monitoring system on women's condition

.
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Y=b0 +b1 X

(Y: Female Labour Force Participation Rate)
(X: GDP by Industry Origin)

Hypothesis:

H0 : b1 =0 ( There is no relationship between Y and X)
HA: b1 # 0 (There is a relationship between Y and X)

We set a= 0.05. Since sample size is 15 which is lesser than 30, we use t-distribution
test.
•

Using Excel computer statistical analysis tools to calculate the data, the results are
as follows:

Female GDP by
industry
LFPR

origin

117

1977

20875

27.64

1978

37886

31.25

1979

41428

33

1980

44512

33.72

1981

47602

34.05

1982

50430

34.35

1983

53582

34.63

1984

57741

34.86

1985

57093

34.91

1986

57751

34.94

1987

60863

34.97

1988

66303

35

1989

72409

35.03

1990

79463

35.06

1991

86345

35.2

Sources: Data of Female Labour Force Participation Rate comes from 'World Tables of Economic and
Social Indicators, 1950-1992', from internet:
http://tcp.harvard.edu/pbrc/asiaworld/malaysia/myintro. html;
data of GDP by industry origin comes from Key Indicators of Developing Asian and PacfIc Countries,
1995.

SUMMARY
OUTPUT

Regression
Statistics
Multiple R

0.81185729
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R Square

0.65911226

Adjusted R

0.63289012

Square
Standard Error

1.22791709
15

Observations

ANOVA
df

SS
1

Regression

MS

F

Significance F

37.8991483 37.89914 25.13572 0.000237208

Residual

13 19.60114503 1.507780

Total

14 57.50029333
Coefficients Standard Error t Stat

P-value Lower 95%

Upper 95%

Intercept

28.4168267

1.140102741

24.92479 2.32529E

25.95378501

30.87986851

X Variable 1

9.87166E-0

1.96899E-04

5.013553 0.000237

5.61791 E-04

0.000141254

3. Decision Rules:
If the t-value is in the range oft-table value 2.16 (d.f. =13, a= 0.05), we accept the
Null Hypothesis. If the t-value is out of the range oft-table value, we reject the Null
Hypothesis. We also can use p-value which is the smallest level of significance at
which the null hypothesis can be rejected, if the calculated p-value is lesser than a=
0.05, we also can reject the Null Hypothesis and can confirm t-test.
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